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Prologue - Mockingbirds 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO A SONG FOR THE DEAF 


Ollie frowned as he hauled his gear towards the van, a huge trunk in each hand and a thick, heavy bag over 


one shoulder. He moved awkwardly, bumping into parked cars and setting off an alarm, groaning in frustration 


"Don't help, or anything!" he scowled, shooting a glare at the man following the three friends through the 
parking lot. Chris laughed, rolling his eyes. 


"Is not exactly his job to help you with your shit, now is it, Ollie?" he grinned, looking back over his shoulder 
at the security guard. The man shrugged, his hand close to the gun on his hip, his eyes roaming across the 


darkened cement lot. 


Ollie's scowl deepened as he dropped a case on his foot, yelping pathetically and folding his arms over his chest. 


"You can fucking talk. You an‘ Long only have a guitar each to carry. Don't worry about helping me with my 
stuff, oh no... 


With a deep, much-repeated sigh, Long and Chris each took a case from Ollie, lightening his load for the last 
five steps towards the van. 


"You'd think they could at least spare someone to help us, or a bloody trolley, with all this extra security 
around," Ollie continued, clearly not placated by the help of his friends. Chris snorted. 


"Come on, Ollie. We're just the session musicians, aren't we? Not the big stars. We don't get to wear the tight 


pants and the sparkly feather boas. The night security's only here to ease Mr V's mind." 
Long opened the back of the van, carefully stowing the gear as a slow, lop-sided smile spread across his face. 


"Speak for yourselves. | intend on getting so thoroughly ruined tonight that I'll end up thinking /m a sparkly 
feather boa." 


Ollie laughed, letting the conversation drop with the mention of their employer's name, and owner of the stdio 
in which they worked. Troy van Leeuwen was a good man in the eyes of any member of ENEMY Records, no 
matter how small, and if the extra security was needed to ensure the doors of his building stayed open, then 
the protests would be kept somewhat hushed. 


"Thanks, man. We're good from here," Chris nodded to the security guard, closing the driver's side door and 
turning the key. The van roared to life and crawled from the parking lot into the street, heading back to the 
more residential centers of down-town Joshua Tree. 

From the opposite side of the ride, a dark car sat silent, cold and dormant. No light came from inside, but for 
the subtle burn of a cigarette's cherry. It filled the car with smoke, making the figure inside virtually 
impossible to see. 

He took the cigarette from his mouth with long, nicotine-stained fingers and ashed it into an paper cup half- 
full with cold coffee. With a stub of a pencil scratching on a yellow pad of paper, he wrote notes only 
intelligible to the author himself. 


Nght - crowded Security stil too high. Graves already dug. Follow. Quiet. 


eR 


Troy woke slowly, fighting his way through the last lingering vestiges of a very deep sleep. He opened his eyes, 


fighting weakly at the blankets pulled around his chest, and came to three very startling conclusions. 
He couldn't see. 

He couldn't hear. 

And the most worrying of the three.his head was vibrating. 


He frowned, sitting up and rubbing at his eyes. The vibrating stopped. Several few, irritating sounds began to 
work their way past the fog of sleep and dreams clinging to his memory. A dull buzz combined with a short, 
sharp beeping made for an unbearable mix and Troy reached half-blind for the nightstand, hitting the top of 


the alarm. 


Following the wire that ran from the clock to a small, flexible sheet beneath his pillow, Troy couldn't help but 
laugh at himself. He did this every morning. The brilliant little vibrating alarm clock he'd ordered several 
months ago never failed to confuse him for those few minutes after waking up. Still, it worked like a charm on 


the days where his ears weren't quite up to scratch. 


Fumbling for the delicate, tan-colored hearing aide on the nightstand, Troy pressed it into his right ear and 
yawned, flinching at the heightened flood of sound. He could hear birds singing outside of the bedroom, and 
sounds of definite life from downstairs. He pulled open the curtains, took a robe from the chair by the door, 


and headed towards civilization 


"Hey," Joey looked up from his newspaper as Troy made his way into the kitchen, heading directly for the 
steaming pot of coffee. "Did you sleep in? | didn't want to wake you." 


Troy shook his head, sipping from the mug in his hands and crossing to a tall, golden cage hanging in the 
corner. He wiggled his finger at the canary inside, grinning as it nipped and happily fluttered it's one wing. 


"Going in late today. Award season - the studio's dead. Everyone's at home polishing their bow ties and flat- 
ironing their hair. | was going to have lunch with Aaron later..we'll see if Agent Reznor lets him out of his 


sight or not." 


Joey laughed, folding the paper and gesturing at a bowl of fruit and yogurt at the other end of the small, oval 
table. 


"Made you breakfast. | figured you might need a good start after last night." 


‘Last night?" Troy frowned, sitting opposite Joey and picking at the fruit, coffee still held like a life-line in his 
other hand. Joey raised an eyebrow at his confusion, clearing his throat somewhat awkwardly. 


"You woke up again. Screaming..screaming, and holding your head. Don't you remember?" 


Troy sighed, resting his jaw in his hand and glancing away from Joey's eyes, shaking his head. 
"No. I'm sorry if | woke you..” 


Joey snorted, standing and bending slightly behind Troy's chair, sliding his arms around his shoulders and kissing 
the side of his face. A tiny scar sat just in front of his right ear, stark pink against pale skin 


"Is okay. Therapy not going so well then, huh?" 


Troy shook his head, leaning back against Joey's chest and resting his face against the smooth fabric of his 
suit jacket. 


"The guy they sent me to is a moron.he doesn't have the faintest clue as to exactly what he's supposed to be 
doing. | mean.it's only been a year, just about, but one would think I'd be past this point by now." 


"Troy..you know you aren't supposed to rush it." Joey sighed softly, pinching the bridge of his nose and 
crouching beside the chair, resting his hands on Troy's thighs. "I'll talk to Michael today. Get his professional 


opinion, okay?" 


Troy nodded, leaning forward and kissing Joey on the forehead, wiping away a small smear of yogurt with the 
pad of his thumb. 


"You know, if | could, I'd go and see him. He, at least, understands it all from start to finish." 
Joey stood, straightening his jacket and nodded, taking his keys and phone from the table. 
"Maybe that can be arranged. But for the love of god, baby, stop fucking pushing yourself.” 


Troy rolled his eyes, flicking his fingers and crossing his legs beneath the robes, dragging the newspaper from 
Joey's side of the table. 


"Oh, go to work." 


XE% 

Joey pushed through the double doors of the Joshua Tree precinct, frowning down at the newspaper in his 
hand. He'd missed the article at the breakfast table, but a news stand had caught his eye outside the building. 
Three pages in, beneath the fold, the words stood black against the milky grey of the poper. 

Convicted Cop Sets Appeal in Motion 


He shook his head, ignoring the usual morning greetings and walking straight through to Homicide. He dropped 


the paper on his desk, sat down, and was halfway through dialing out on his desk's phone when he noticed he 
was being watched. 


Watched by a man, sitting at what used to be his partner's desk. 


"Who are you?" Joey lifted his chin, eying the kid with nothing short of contempt. The news article had put him 
in a bad mood, one that was likely to stick for the entire day. The kid cleared his throat, extending his arm 


across both desks. 
"Detective Dailor. Brann Brann Dailor. Uh. You're Joey Castillo, right? I'm.l'm your new p-" 


The word had hardly began to form in his mouth before Joey stood, tipping his chair over backwards and 

heading straight for the office to their left. He shoved it open without hesitation, wincing as the glass pane 
rattled and the handle scraped against the wall. He walked to the desk, slammed one hand down, and pointed 
back with the other. 


"Who the fuck is that high-school student, sitting at Josh's desk?" 


The man seated firmly behind the long, wooden desk continued his work for a moment, his pen scraping across 
paper. He glanced up, removed his glasses, and gestured to the brass nameplate set firmly between him and 
Joey. 


"Detective. What does that plate say?" 


Joey scowled, folding his arms over his chest. He glanced to the side, raising his eyebrows at an unexpected 
witness to his outburst. Gene Trautman, the District attorney, smiled and tilted his head back towards the 
desk. 


"Captain," Joey replied, sighing and letting his arms hang at his sides. "Captain. Dave Catchings. DC. Look." 


DC cleared his throat, leaning back and sparing an amused eyebrow-raise for Gene before his gaze returned to 


Joey. 
"And what does that mean?" 


"DC." Joey began, pushing his hand through his hair in frustration, nodding and taking a step back. "It means 


you're the Captain You make the decisions. | know, DC, | know, but you could have consulted me on this one." 


"Why, Joey?" DC folded his fingers together, leaning forward and resting the heels of his hands on the desk. "So 
you could deny them, again? Make another complaint? Flat out fell me that you're incapable of working with 


whoever | pair you with?" 


Joey moved to answer, cut off as DC held up one flat-palmed, stern hand. He sighed, nodding and gesturing for 


DC to continue. 


"Stop me if I'm wrong, Detective, but I'm starting to suspect that the problem might be with you, and not 


every good cop you've turned away." 


Pinching the bridge of his nose against a blooming headache, Joey nodded, moving back and taking the seat 
beside Gene. 


"Okay. Fine. You're right. | wasn't ready, before. And | might be now. But look at him, Captain. The kid.well, he's a 
kid! What is he, eighteen, nineteen?" 


Gene leaned forward, clearing his throat and catching Joey's attention 

"Detective Dailor is thirty-two. And very, very highly-skilled The department's lucky to have him." 

Joey ignored him, shaking his head and turning back to the desk, well beyond the point of listening to reason 

"| dont care. | don't fucking care, DC. | dont want this.l don't want that kid, | dont want a new partner, | want. 


"Josh?" DC asked gently, standing and leaning forward slightly, both hands flat on the edge of his desk. Joey's 


face twisted immediately into a dark, brooding scowl and he lowered his eyes, silenced for the moment. 


"Joey. Listen to me. We were all shocked - and we remain shocked - at what Josh did. At what he was, what 
he became. None of us could have known, least of all you. But you need to move on from this. It's been nearly 


a year. | can't allow you to operate without a partner any longer. It's against department policy." 
After a moment's silence, Joey reluctantly nodded, standing and straightening his jacket. 
"Fine. But I'll be following this kid like a hawk. Don't think | won't tell you if he slips up.. 


DC nodded, once more sitting behind the desk, apparently pleased with this conclusion. Joey stood and turned to 


leave, shaking Gene's hand as he moved past his chair. 


"How's Troy, Detective?" Gene asked, catching Joey as he reached the door. Joey shrugged, turning to reply. His 
relationship was no secret from those who had been at the chalk mine on the night of Troy's rescue, and 
although keeping his personal life discreet at any other time, Joey had no objection to the gentle inquiries of 


those who understood. 


"Some days he's good, some days he's not. His right ear's still giving him trouble, no matter what we do. 
Therapy doesn't seem to be working." 


He paused, leaning further into the office and catching DC's eye, remembering his earlier suggestion 


"Hey, Cap. Do you think Shuman would see him? | mean.Michael was there with us, he might be able to get 
through on another level." 


DC nodded, making a small note to the side and pointing to the door. 

‘| don't see why not. I'll have him arrange it later. Now go. Play nice." 

Brann stood as Joey left the office, smoothing the front of his shirt and gesturing to his own chair. 
"Look, | didn't mean to offend.| know you've had a difficult time adjusting to." 


Joey held up one hand, cutting Brann into silence as he rifled through a small stack of yellow notes sitting in 


the middle of his deskpicking one from the middle and folding it into his pocket. 
"Don't. Okay? We'll save the bonding and heart-full confessions for the precinct picnic." 


Brann took a step back, his young, clear face becoming somewhat darker as he found himself once again cut 


off by Joey's harsh attitude. Catching the look, Joey sighed and rubbed at the back of his neck, shrugging. 


"lIl buy you breakfast. First day, and all. Come on, get your coat. We're going to make your first house call in 
Joshua Tree." 


eR 


Ugly Sunday 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO A SONG FOR THE DEAF 


Having made it to their destination without unforeseen incidents, Joey was considerably more relaxed by the 
time he pulled up outside of the bar. Brann shut the door of Joey's car, frowning at the cup of fast-food 
coffee in his hand that didn't so much lack taste, as being completely bereft of anything that would have been 
identifiable as coffee. 


"The hash browns were good," he mused, taking a pair of sunglasses from his breast pocket and sliding them 
over his eyes. "But the coffee.l'm glad you were generous enough to spring for the more discerning mountain 
brew." 


Joey scowled, taking the complaint slip from his pocket, as well as a small notebook and pen. 


"| don't like you enough for you to get away with that," he muttered, flipping his badge open and leading Brann 
into the bar, gingerly stepping over a broken table. 


"Like me?" Brann snorted, flashing his own very shiny badge for the first time, with no little pride. "You only 


just met me." 

"Exactly," Joey replied, "I don't know you. And | don't like you. You're already two strokes down in my book." 
With no further comment the two made their way to the bar, nodding at several uniformed officers and 
approaching the proprietor. She appeared to be a young, bleach-blond woman, covered in enough tattoos to 
make Joey feel somewhat ashamed of his own, modest collection 

"Miss..Dalle?" Joey asked, checking the name against the notes handed to him by a young female officer. The 
woman nodded, her hands on her hips and her waist cocked to the side. "I'm Detective Joey Castillo, this is 
Detective Brian Dailor.." 


"Uh," Brann coughed, offering the woman his hand and nodding his greeting. "Brann. Not Brian. It's Irish." 


Joey resisted the urge to roll his eyes, opening his notebook and handing it to Brann, ignoring his partner's 
slightly offended expression 


"You called in an incident at six this morning, Miss Dalle?" Joey asked, glancing at the bar around him. The front 


window had been smashed and several tables were broken, strewn across the small, dimly lit club. 


Call me Brody, if you're going to call me anything. You sound like my fucking banker," she replied, nodding and 
leaning back against the wooden counter. She took a cigarette from a silver case in her pocket, lighting it with 


a match. For a moment, Joey found himself sharply reminded of Josh, before shaking free of the nostalgia 
"The shatter pattern of the glass would suggest someone broke it from the inside, Miss. Brody," Brann tilted 
his head back towards the window, and Joey followed his gaze. The position of the tables and the majority of 
the broken glass did in fact lead him to believe that something, or someone, had been thrown from the street. 
"Yeah, that's right," Brody nodded again, gesturing with her cigarette to the several officers and CSU 
members, almost offensively bright in their white jumpsuit. "That's what I've been trying to tell these fucking 
idiots for an hour now. | know exactly what happened.” 

Joey let out a small, soft sigh, clenching the yellow complaint form in his fist and following as Brody gestured. 


"And that would be, ma'am?" 


"Sabotage," she replied, short and simple. Joey stood, dumbstruck, while Brann delicately cleared his throat and 
closed the notebook. 


"Are you saying this was a deliberate attack on your bar, Brody? Do you have competitors that would take it 


upon themselves to make such an obvious, physical statement?" 


She snorted, sucking on the filter of her cigarette and grinding it out against the bar-top, red lipstick smudged 
on her fingertips. 


"That's exactly what l'm saying, but with less by-the-book lingo. Some little booze-hole motherfucker out 
there wants my patrons, and it's come down to this. If they think | won't fight fire with fire, they've got 


another fucking thing coming." 


"| don't think itll quite come to that," Brann assured her, remaining stoic in the face of a very intimidating 


woman. 


Joey left him to take down the background details, intent on inspecting the area around the window, when his 


phone rang. Recognizing the number as Troy's cellphone, he flipped it open and ducked out into the street. 


"Hey, are you okay?" he asked, wincing at the echo from Troy's amplified phone. His greeting was met with an 
exasperated sigh. 


‘lm half-deaf, Joey. Not crippled. | didn't fall out of my wheelchair, and need you to come save me." 


Joey rolled his eyes, smirking and running his eyes over the outside of the bar. Brann was right - something 


had definitely broken the window from out on the street. 


"Okay. Okay..point taken, but you still don't usually call me until the afternoon Did you need to ask me 


something?" 

"Yes, actually," Troy replied, and Joey heard the tell-tale hiss of the shower being cut on. "My lunch date fell 
through. Apparently Aaron's having a bad week, according to his oh-so-devoted bodyguard, so | was wondering 
if you wanted to meet me somewhere." 


Smiling, Joey nodded to no one in particular, jerking the sleeve of his jacket back and checking his watch. 


“That sounds good, actually. They've paired me with some new kid, so | don't know when I'll get time..'ll call you, 


okay?" 

"Okay," Troy's reply came after a moment's hesitation. He knew what a new partner meant. Joey would come 
home at the end of the day in a foul, brooding mood and not emerge for a week. He'd gotten used to the 
pattern 

"Call me at the studio, if you do. Some of our session boys didn't show up today, and with all of the confusion 
around adding the new extension.I'd rather be there in person. You should have talked me out of those stupid 
construction plans... 

Joey laughed, glancing up to see Brann walking towards him, notebook open in hand. 


| have to go. Duty calls. I'll talk to you later.love you." 


‘Love you too," Troy replied, his phone cutting off as Joey slid his own into the back pocket of his jeans. He 
nodded to Brann 


"So. Anything more than inter-bar warfare?" 
Brann snorted, cycling back through a few pages of notes, tapping the pen against his jaw. 


"Actually, yeah. Apparently the object that laid waste to the window and tables was very large, very human 


shaped, and was last seen finding somewhere to lick his wounds." 
Joey raised an eyebrow, glancing back at the window and letting out a short, surprised laugh. 


"You're kidding me. The CSU kids said there was no blood.must have been very large indeed. Any idea where 
this wound-licking is taking place?" 


"Sure do. Some place further down town.some kind of gentlemen's club named.uh.Cherry Cola. Wow, that 


sounds like a classy..Joey?" 


He turned to his partner, frowning. Joey was gripping his forehead with one hand, and looked on the verge of 
either laughter, or tears. 


"Did | say something?" 


"No, no." Joey shook his head, grinning and taking the notebook, slipping it into his pocket. "Cherry Cola.that's 


Jesse Hughes’ place. He's a special brand of..well. You need to meet him, to understand" 


He reached out, clapping Brann on the shoulder, a sign of perhaps something more than just the hostility and 


contempt he'd shown earlier. Brann wasn't sure if it could be taken as a good sign, or something else entirely. 


"Come on. We'll pick up some stronger coffee on the way..you're probably going to need it” 


eR 


It hadn't gone according to plan. The boys, the three he had been watching, were just as drunk and pliable as 
he'd assumed they'd be, but the inevitable kinks had still arisen. 


The round of drinks he'd bought had been greeted with great enthusiasm. All musicians were the same. The 
pints had been downed without even a second glance as to the motive of the buyer, ego clashing with the 
delight at a free drink By the time the three had stumbled from the bar, ushered into the dark, unassuming 


car, any confusion or suspicion had been replaced with jovial, drunken kinship. 


That part of the plan had gone fine. Without a hitch. Boys and their beer could always be depended on. It was 
the fourth man who had proved to be a surprising problem. 


He'd followed the small party from the bar, tapping the generous drink-buyer on the shoulder and shouting 
angrily. In his own drunken haze, the man claimed to have seen what had happened. He declared that he knew 
what was going on, and that the accused wasn't about to get away with it, the sick pervert. What he hadn't 


counted on, was ending up on the other side of a broken window, staring up at the ceiling. 


That had been the only chink in the armor. The only deviation from the original plan. As the dark car sped 
away, tires squealing and leaving their print on the road, the three boys in the back seat cheered and laughed. 


Their driver, their generous benefactor and drink-buyer sat in the front seat. He had smiled. All musicians 


were the same. 


eR 


Jesse was standing in the doorway of his club as Joey and Brann pulled up, smoking a long, thin cigar and 
chatting amiably to a girl whose outfit seemed to consist only of mesh and Lycra. He dismissed her as the two 
Detectives made their way across the pavement, a huge grin spreading beneath his ginger, groomed mustache. 
"As | live and breathe, Detective Joey Castillo. | heard a rumor you were living the life of monogamy these 
days, but here you are." he purred, flicking the cigarette ash to the pavement and casting a critical look over 
Brann, sizing him up from head to toe. 


"Well, he's no Joshua, but | suppose someone has to keep you warm on those long, cold stake-outs..” 


Joey frowned, sparing a glance at Brann's surprisingly red face before handing Jesse a steaming, untouched cup 


of coffee. 
"You shouldn't have," Jesse smirked, sipping at the coffee and winking. 


"No, | shouldn't have," Joey scowled, folding his arms over his chest. "But if | know you, Jesse, its going to 


make it much easier to get some answers out of you. Am | right?" 


Jesse laughed, tilting his head in agreement and standing aside, clearing the doorway as an older man left the 


club, momentarily staring in horror at the two members of law enforcement. 

Like you said, Detective. You know me too well. Aren't you going to introduce me?" 

"Yeah..yeah," Nodding, Joey gestured to Brann, who had apparently gotten over his initial humiliation and was in 
the process of shaking Jesse's hand. "Detective Brann Dailor, this is Jesse Hughes, one of the more vile 
residents of Joshua Tree you're likely to meet. He's also a very good friend of the department..” 

Again, Jesse laughed, raising an eyebrow at Joey and shaking Brann's hand, enveloping it in a warm, firm grip 
"He really does love me, despite his harsh words. What he means is that | enjoy some measure of.police 
protection in my dubious line of work, in exchange for my being.very forthcoming with rumors and 


information." 


"So you're a snitch," Brann replied, obviously unimpressed by Jesse's smooth voice and usual song and dance. 


Jesse snorted, grinding his cigarette out on the heel of one boot. 


"No need to be such a little bitch about it, but yes. | am." he winked at Joey, ushering them into the club. "I 


like you. You've got some big shoes to fill, Detective Dailor. Joshua was a very good friend of mine." 
Brann raised an eyebrow, catching Jesse by the arm and turning him. 


"Was this before or after he turned into a psychotic fuckhead?" he asked, his cool southern composure slipping 


for a moment. Jesse's expression changed rapidly, shifting to a hard, defensive glare. 


"Before he tried to cut the tongue out of one of my employees. Don't assume you can talk about what you 


don't know, little boy.” 


Brann jerked forward and Joey moved quickly, grabbing his forearm and pulling him back. He fixed a hard stare 


on Jesse, eyebrows arched. 
"Leave it, Jess. You know beter." 


Jesse huffed softly, rolling his eyes and leading the two to the bar, moving behind it and leaning over the 
counter. Joey nodded to the familiar face of Dean Fertita, drying shot-glasses at the other end. The slim kid 
returned the greeting, and Joey noted with a pang of regret that he really did bear a strong resemblance to 
Troy. 


"He's doing much better, these days." Jesse smiled gently, noticing the look on Joey's face. Brann kept his 
silence, having read the file on former Detective, Joshua Homme. He knew exactly who the dark-haired 


bartender was. Joey cleared his throat, shrugging the moment away and looking up at Jesse. 


"We had a call this morning..there was a little disturbance across town, a bar got into some trouble. Rumor 


has it one of the guys involved made his way back here. Large, long black hair, dark skin.any bells?" 


Jesse nodded, gesturing to the opposite end of the bar. Cast half in shadow was a man who fit the description 


well enough, his clothes sporting more than a few suspect tears. 


"That's BOC. Brian O'Connor. He usually shows up here when his luck turns sour..go easy on him. We're all 
simple folk in here, Joey. Not high-class upstanding citizens like yourselves." 


Joey snorted, deciding against a reply and instead making his way through the club, tapping O'Connor on the 
shoulder and flipping open his badge. 


"Great," the hulking man muttered, pausing to drain the rest of his beer. "Just what | fucking need." 

"We have some questions for you, Mr. O'Connor." Brann cleared his throat, his own badge open at his hip. "You 
were seen at The Distiller, down on Spinerette road earlier this morning.is that correct?" 

He nodded, and Joey watched Brann with muted amusement. True, he may yet prove himself to be the cop 
prodigy Gene Trautman had touted him as, but he still acted like he was fresh out of uniform. 

"Yeah. And | got tossed through a fucking window for my trouble, too." O'Connor rumbled, sliding his empty 


glass across the counter, gesturing for another. "You let me know if you catch the bastard who took off with 


those kids, will you?" 


Frowning, Joey took the stool next to him, flipping through the pages of his notebook. Another man had been 


assumed, someone would have had to do the throwing, but the possibility of more was definitely new. 
"What do you mean, took off with the kids? Children?" 


O'Connor shook his head, nodding to Dean as his glass was returned, frosted and full. Joey took a small wad of 
notes from his pocket, slipping them under the coaster. It was considerably more than the price of the beer, 
enough to draw a little more information from O'Connor, and still offer thanks to Jesse. 


"Nah. About his age," he gestured to Brann, nodding thoughtfully. "British, by the sound of them. Drunk. But it 
was more than that..the guy they left with, the one who pushed me through that fucking window. saw him 
slip them something." 


"Slip them something?" Brann frowned, interrupting for half a second. "Do you mean drugs? GHB?" 


"| don't fucking know..all | saw was him putting something in their drinks, and then piling all three of them into 


his car. | followed, called him on it, and look what | got for my troubles." 


He held his arms out, displaying the torn, shredded remnants of what was unlikely a nice shirt to begin with. 
He seemed otherwise unharmed. 


"Can you describe this man? Identify him in a lineup, if it comes to that?" Joey pressed forward, unable to 
shake the feeling that there was something more to this than a simple case of date-rape. It was unlikely to be 


the case, especially with three supposed victims. O'Connor nodded, sipping thoughtfully at his beer. 


"Yeah. Terrifying looking motherfucker, he was. Tall. Taller than me. About.six three, six four. But he was thin 


Thin as a rail, whip-thin. Like a skeleton. And his voice." 
Joey looked up from his notes, eyebrows knitting together. 
"He spoke to you?" 


"Mmm. Told me that | didn't know what | was getting involved in, that | should be more careful. His voice was 


like..like dragging a glass bottle over a gravel road. Felt like he was talking through me, not at me." 


Adding the new details to his list, Joey nodded. He glanced at Brann, slightly relived to see the young Detective 
looking as confused as he himself felt. 


"Okay. Now | know it was dark, and you'd probably had a few by this point.it's alright, that's not against the 
law..but is there anything else? These guys that he supposedly doped and took off with..can you describe 


them? Or the car?" 


"Didn't really see the kids," O'Connor replied, rubbing at the sides of his head, as if the act of recollection was 


causing him pain. "They were white, all three of them. Dark hair. Two had tattoos, up and down their arms.just 


looked like regular kids, to me." 


He paused, moving his hand to his forehead, rubbing at the dark, weather-beaten skin and straining for the 


memory. 
"The car was black. A sedan, maybe? Didn't get a license plate..sorry.’ 
Joey nodded, patting the man gingerly on the shoulder and standing. 


"You've been a lot of help. My partner here's going to get your details, we might need to contact you. Thanks 


again..." 


O'Connor nodded and Joey left Brann to get his name and address, walking along the bar and catching Jesse's 


eye. 


"He's a sharp one, your new little partner," Jesse smiled, leaning over the wooden bar and jerking his head 


towards Brann, Joey shrugged, not nearly as nonchalant as he'd hoped to be. 


"| guess. Doesn't matter, he won't be sticking around long. Joshua Tree is small time for some young cop from 


Atlanta." 


"You have so little faith in your shining appeal, Detective," Jesse purred his reply, shuffling coasters between 
his slim fingers. "How's Mr. van Leeuwen doing these days, if | might be so bold to ask?" 


Joey hesitated, but only for a moment. He was well aware of exactly who was privy to the details of his 
relationship, and Jesse was certainly one of the few. He was a quick, astute man and an excellent judge of 
character, able to pinpoint the link between Joey and Troy from the brief time they'd been in the same room 
together during Josh's trial. 


"He's fine," Joey lied, shrugging and dropping his hand, instinctively feeling for his phone, his link to his stil 
mentally tortured boyfriend. "Studio's back open. Has been for a while now. He's fine, Jesse. Just fine." 


"You're a terrible liar, Joey," Jesse winked, spreading the coasters out over the bar. "Just because his monster 


under the bed is locked up tight, doesn't mean he'll sleep soundly." 


Joey moved to answer, frustrated at being probed over his relationship, before Brann interrupted the 


conversation. 


"I think we've got enough to go on," he announced, standing beside Joey and nodding to Jesse. "Thanks for your 
help," 


Jesse smiled, slow and Cheshire-esque, winking at Brann and nodding to Joey. 


"No thanks needed. I'm always willing to lend a hand to the boys in blue. Or two hands, if the situation calls for 
it." 


"Shut the hell up, Jesse," Joey snorted, reaching across the counter and grasping his hand, shaking it with a 
nod of thanks. He left the bar, following Brann, and shielded his eyes against the bright sun. 


"Well that was interesting," Brann let out a short, awkward laugh, shaking his head and smiling ruefully. "He's 


"Special kind of informant?" Joey offered. Brann nodded, still a little shell-shocked, making his way down to the 


car. 


As they opened the doors, navigating the busy morning sidewalk, Joey's phone rang. He flicked it open, the 
number of his Captain's personal line flashing on the outer display. 


"Hey, DC. We're headed back your way now, what's up?" 

DC's voice crackled through the speaker pressed against Joey's ear, staccato and hesitant 
"Joey.we just got a call from the studio. 

He paused, and Joey felt his stomach tighten. Troy 


"I take it you mean ENEMY." he replied, his words slow and deliberate. Brann sat beside him in the passenger 


seat, confused by the conversation but set on edge by Joey's sudden change in demeanor. 


"Yeah. You need to get there, now. CSU are already on their way, and we've got uniforms out there already. 


Troy's fine, he's fine, Joey, but." 


"But what?" Joey demanded, speaking only to stop himself choking on the lump forming in his throat. "But what, 


Dave? Did Troy call, or was it someone else?" 


‘One of the sound engineers called, Joey. The construction team found something this morning, when they 


showed up. They found a body." 
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Here Comes That Weird Chill... 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO A SONG FOR THE DEAF 


Joey slammed the door of his car, just moments after pulling into the ENEMY Studios parking lot. His shoes 
crunched on the gravel as he made his way to the back of the building, Brann hurrying to keep up. 


"Joey..Hey, hey! Joey, what's going on?" he demanded, finally matching pace with his partner and hooking one 
hand over his elbow. Joey shrugged him off, his face dark with determination 


"Nothing. DC said they found a body here, and we were to check it out. Nothing more." 
Brann snorted, jogging a few steps forward and putting himself between Joey and the building, raising his hands. 


"Okay, you say that, but you look as though someone just ran over your dog. What the hell is going on here, 
Joey? You may not like me, but you could at least do me the courtesy of honesty..." 


Joey sighed, hesitating for a moment and peering over Brann's shoulder. A throng of cops and CSU personnel 
swarmed around the back of the building, moving in and out of a growing crowd. Troy was no where to be 


seen, but DC had said he was fine.. 


"All right," he nodded, taking Brann by the arm and tugging him to the side, standing between two large, dark 
SUVs. "I know you read Josh's case file. And | know that you're well aware of the significance of this building. 
Right?" 


"Yeah," Brann replied, pulling away from Joey's firm grip, rubbing his elbow. "This is the parking lot Troy van 
Leeuwen was taken from. And that, | assume, is his studio. Is that why you're freaking out? Because of Josh, 
and this place?" 


Joey shook his head no, running both hands back through his hair. The details of his relationship would have to 
be revealed to a new partner sooner or later..it was too complicated not to. But telling this kid now, after just 
half a day..it made the whole thing seem very permanent. 


"No. Because of Troy. He's... 


He paused, glancing down at his shoes and collecting his thoughts. When he looked back at Brann, the expression 
of complete confusion on his face prompted him to put the kid out of his misery. 


"Troy and | live together. Together, together." 


Brann let the words hang in the air for what felt like an age, studying Joey's face in silent confusion until the 
explanation finally clicked into place. His eyes widened with the realization and he took a surprised step back, 
giving a single, exaggerated nod. 


"Oh. Ohh. You and..and him. Ah." 


Joey couldn't help but groan, shaking his head and glancing back at the studio, moving to pass Brann and leave 
the uncomfortable silence behind. Brann stopped him, one hand on his shoulder. 


"How long?" he asked, his voice carefully gentle. Joey snorted. At least the kid was trying. 


"A while. Almost a month after Josh was arrested. Look, you don't have to be okay with this, but you were 
right when you said you deserved the truth. So there it is." 


Brann nodded, looking at the ground as though he were still processing the information. Joey searched his 


expression, looking for signs of anger or revulsion, but found none. 

"You do realize," Brann cleared his throat, finally lifting his chin. Joey steadied himself for whatever might next 
be said "You do realize, that you're in a relationship with the guy your ex-partner kidnapped and 
mutilated..right?" 

Joey rolled his eyes, finally just pushing past Brann and heading towards the studio. 


"Yeah, I'm aware of that. Thanks for reinforcing that fact," he replied, glancing sideways as Brann caught up. 
His partner laughed, shrugging. 


"Okay, then. As long as you're aware of the absurdity there, I've got no beef with it. Its just.surprising, is all" 
"Surprising?" 


Brann nodded, and Joey arched an eyebrow. Several uniformed officers nodded greetings as they rounded the 


building. 


"Yeah. Surprising" Brann pulled out his badge, holding it up to any unfamiliar faces, heading for the back of the 
crowded construction site. "You just don't strike me as the type. | mean.he does. Yeah. Hollywood type, right? 
All pressed suits and shining hair. You're just so.." 


"Firmly heterosexual?" Joey asked, allowing himself a small, lopsided smile. Brann's reply caught in his throat, 
and Joey caught sight of Troy before he had the chance to answer. Moving quickly, he crossed a patch of 
upturned earth, gently resting his hand on Troy's upper arm. 


"Are you okay?" he asked gently, his voice low. Troy nodded, but the pallor of his skin gave him away. Normally 


pale, Troy was as white as a bed sheet, and as Joey's fingers gently circled his arm, he realized Troy was 
shaking. 


Tugging gently, he pulled him away from the main construction site and back towards the building, affording 
what little privacy there was to be found. 


"Hey. Troy..look at me. What happened here?" 


Troy fumbled at his breast pocket for a moment, pulling out a cigarette case and lighter. His fingers shook as 
he pressed a filter to his lips and Joey sighed, taking the slim, silver zippo and lighting it for him. The smoking 


was a new habit for Troy, appearing in the last few months, much to Joey's concern. 


"| don't know," he replied, taking a deep breath and closing his eyes, letting the smoke burn and prick at his 


throat and lungs. It seemed to calm him some. 


"As soon as | got here, the foreman pulled me aside. He looked like he'd seen a ghost, and told me..told me that 
| had to see something. God, Joey, its terrible." 


He cut himself off, shaking his head violently to the side and pressing the cigarette once more to his lips. His 
hair was a mess, strewn across his face in a way that Troy would usually never stand for. Joey resisted the 
urge to reach up and tuck it back, settling instead for a strong, reassuring hand on his shoulder. Troy gave 
him a weak smile, fingers shaking as they clenched around the cigarette. 


"Why did it have to be here? Why dump a body here, on my doorstep? | thought | was past shit like this...” 


Joey hesitated, glancing slowly to the side before damning his paranoia and worry, pulling Troy close against his 
chest and hugging him tightly. He held him for a long minute, before pulling back and reaching up, sweeping the 
hair from Troy's eyes. 


"Troy. I'm sure it has nothing to do with you - not directly. The back of the studio, the construction site..it's 
all well hidden, especially at night. The security's only here for the parking lot. That, and the stuff out here..the 
cement, the digging tools..some guy probably had too much to drink, hit a kid, and thought of this as the best 
place to hide the body." 


Troy looked up at him, stress and obvious recollection of his own trauma haunting his dark eyes. He nodded, 


eventually, extinguishing the cigarette and gesturing to the group of assembled Crime Scene Unit jumpsuits. 


"You're right. Of course you're right. Go on.go do your thing. I've given statements, I'm going inside. Come and 


see me before you leave, okay?" 


Nodding, Joey refused the natural impulse to lean in and kiss him on the cheek, instead standing watch watching 
until Troy disappeared safely into the building. Only then did he rejoin Brann, just outside a taped-off area of 
dirt. 


"He okay?" Brann asked, obviously concerned. Joey nodded, not wanting to go any further, but quietly 


appreciating Brann's simple words of acceptance nonetheless. 

“Alright. What have we got here?" 

A tall, dark-haired and goateed man in a white CSU jumpsuit stepped forward. Joey recognized him instantly. 
"Hey, Grohl. They're sending out everyone for this, huh? | usually see you in the lab.." 


Grohl shrugged, gently removing his latex gloves and shaking Joey's hand, nodding as he was introduced to 


Brann. 


"This is a strange one, Joey. No doubting that. Stranger than the last time we met because of this parking lot, 
huh?" 


Joey snorted, lowering his eyes somewhat at the memory. Dave had been processing the canary feather found 
when Troy had been abducted. The feather had come from the deceased cage mate of the bird that now called 


Joey and Troy's apartment home. It seemed like an age ago. 


"Male. Early thirties, perhaps late twenties," Grohl continued, launching into his condensed summary of the 
crime scene. The Medical Examiner had apparently been and gone, an assistant was in the process of removing 


the body. 


"His face has been all but beaten to a pulp..there's nothing left to identify from it. We're running DNA and 


Fingerprints as soon as we get him back to the lab." 

Brann frowned, peering a little closer as the bright blue bodybag was zipped shut. 

"What happened to his arms?" 

Joey followed Brann’s line of sight, his stomach turning ever so slightly. With the bag unzipped to reveal more, 
it looked almost as if the skin from his elbows to his wrists had been sliced and cleanly peeled away, leaving 
exposed muscle and tissue. 

"We're not sure, yet. Trophies, perhaps? Some sort of calling card? Maybe it's just another wacko down from 
LA, taking in some quality time in the desert. I've called ahead, we're doing a search on open cases involving skin 


removal of any kind." 


“Alright, man," Joey nodded, shaking Grohl's hand. Brann did the same. "I've got a few things | want to follow up 
on, here. We'll catch up with you at the labs, see if there's any change by then" 


Grohl nodded, turning back to the taped-off pit. Joey watched as the body was hidden away, loaded into the 


back of a van. The doors closed with a metallic click, and Joey glanced at Brann 


Its not my first body," Brann smiled, shrugging and raising an eyebrow at his partner. Joey hadn't said 
anything, but the look on his face was clear. "But | appreciate the ‘protect the younger kid! mentality." 


Joey snorted, taking a notepad from Brann and flicking through the few points jotted down while he'd been 
talking to Troy. He nodded, returning the pad and producing his own. 


"Okay. So the foreman was the first on the scene?" 


Brann nodded, gesturing to a small group of men gathered several yards away. They hunched around a pile of 
cinder blocks, smoking and shaking their heads. No one man stood out as any sort of authority figure. Joey 
shrugged, glancing at his watch. They wouldn't need to talk to the Medical Examiner for another few hours. 
There was plenty of time. 


Together, the two detectives made their way across the upturned dirt and disrupted pavement. Troy had 
started the plans for changes at the Studios almost six months ago, deciding that expanding was the best way 
to throw himself back into work. Joey neither agreed, nor disagreed, instead standing back and observing. Troy 


would heal on his own schedule. 


He cleared his throat as they reached the group of men, looking from face to unshaven face. The contractors 


were all similar enough in appearance. Tattooed, scruffy and dressed for hard work. 


"Which one of you is." Joey paused, glancing down at the notes in his hand. Troy had mentioned the name to 
him before. "Mark Lanegan?" 


One man stepped forward, cigarette clenched between his teeth. He was tall, scarecrow thin and had a look 


about him that suggested a strip of beef left out in the desert sun. 


"That's me," he growled in reply, holding out one nicotine stained, work-worn hand. Brann shook it with minimal 


flinching and Joey nodded, flipping open the cover of his badge. 
"Detective Castillo. This is my partner, Detective Dailor.we understand you were the first to find the body?" 


Mark shuddered, and Joey was given the distinct impression of a tower of wooden blocks about to fall. The 
man looked as though he were held together purely by cigarettes and spite. 


"Yeah, that was me." He shook his head, hesitating out of silent respect. His voice was thick, scratchy, and 
Joey's eyes were once against drawn to the cigarette now resting between Mark's fingers. No filter. 


Unsurprising. 


"Fucking horrible. | noticed some tire tracks leading out onto the road, and | know we didn't haven't any 


deliveries last night. So | took a look. Didn't think I'd find something like that..." 


Brann nodded, scratching notes beside Joey. He tapped the back of his hand with the end of his pen, glancing up 
at Mark and shielding his eyes from the sun. 


"Do you have any idea who the deceased might be? Are you missing any of your workers, are there any 
regular visitors to the site?" 


Mark shook his head, extinguishing the cigarette and reaching immediately for another. 

"No. We keep a tight, closed site. Mr van Leeuwen likes it that way..he's a nervous guy, you see." 

Joey cleared his throat, nodding and taking control of the conversation Troy's ordeal was nothing if not well 
publicized, and although it only increased the loyalty and understating in those that met and worked for the 
producer, Joey still felt as though it was a matter best left personal. 


"Did you see anything else? Any shoe prints, broken botles..any strange individuals hanging around?" 


Mark shook his head once more, taking a small card book from his pocket and breaking off a match, lighting it 
against the steel capped heel of his boot. 


"Not a thing. Aside from the tracks, it was business as usual. Let me ask you something, though.” 
"Shoot," Brann looked up from his notes, eyebrow raised, 


"Why'd they take his skin?" Mark sat on the edge of the cinder block stack, glancing to the side as one of his 
workers flinched, shaking his head. "Thats..that's fucked up." 


Joey sighed softly, closing the book and tucking it in the back pocket of his jeans, pushing his hair back from 
his forehead. 


"Why do people do anything, huh? There are some severely cracked individuals out there.." he shrugged, taking 
his sunglasses from the pocket of his jacket, sliding them over his eyes. "But we'll find them. Putting a body 


here, in such a high-traffic area. it's a plea for attention. Don't worry." 


Mark snorted, sucking slowly on the end of his cigarette, coughing and letting the thick, unfiltered smoke waft 


from his nostrils. 
‘tim not" 
Brann cleared his throat gently, coughing and shaking Mark's hand again, tilting his head to the side and 


gesturing to Mark's fingers. Each digit wore tiny, faded tattoos of black stars, alternated with perfect, round 


circles. 


"Nice. I've never seen anything like that before." 
Mark pulled his hand away, shrugging and sliding it into his pocket. 
"You've never been to prison" 


Joey rolled his eyes behind dark glasses, taking Brann by the arm and nodding his tharks. They walked back to 


the car in silence, stopping only to gather other reports and interviews from uniformed officers. 


"Is it just me, or did that guy give you the creeps?" Brann asked, finally putting words to the chill that had set 
up house at the base of his spine. Joey laughed softly, opening the driver's side door. 


"He's an ex-con working construction, and probably working on a tumor the size of my fist. I'd be worried if 


they guy wasnt creepy." 
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Long's head hung between his shoulders, throbbing in time with the twinging of his wrists. Something hard and 
circular dug into the skin just below his palms and as he shifted, he realized that the majority of the pain was 
being caused by his own weight. 


He groaned, blinking and screwing his eyes tightly shut, willing moisture to ease the dry ache. He shifted again, 
leaning back before suddenly crying out in pain. Moving his arms was out of the question. His shoulders and 
elbows throbbed, aching with every muscle twitch. It was less torture to let them hang, sacrificing the pain in 
his wrists for the comfort of his shoulders. 


He gasped, coughing and running his tongue against the roof of his mouth. It felt like he'd fallen asleep in a dust 
mine, any trace of saliva was gone from his throat. He was choking on cotton, swallowing mattress stuffing and 
drinking dry plaster. In a small, sudden act of desperation, he bit into the side of his cheek. Tears flooded his 
eyes, easing the burn beneath his eyelids, and the sudden irritation in his mouth was enough for a pittance of 
cool, soothing saliva It mingled with his blood, and the diluted taste of copper was enough encouragement to 


open his eyes once more. 


The room around him was dark. Not stiflingly so, but enough that it took a moment's strain to gain a clearer 
picture. Several windows were covered with plastic sheeting, taped to girders so old that the faint smell of iron 
oxide hung in the air. The few slivers of sunlight that did filter through were suspended in the air by columns 
of dust, moving in gentle, circular patterns, jostled by the breathing of men 


Men. Long opened his eyes wider, struggling to see through the darkness, waiting impatiently for his eyes to 
adjust. Chris and Ollie had to be in here with him. They'd arrived at the bar together, ordered drinks, and.. 


Frowning, Long shook his head, gasping at the jolts of pain from behind his eyes. The rest of the night seemed 
to almost fade into a blur, trailing off into nothing but confusing, impenetrable fog. They must have left the 
bar at some point.but there was no explanation for his current situation Shacked, somehow, in what looked to 


be an abandoned building, suffering the aftereffects of what must have been a drug slipped into his drink. 


A small motion to his left caught his eye and Long twisted, pulling on his sore, stretched arms and willing his 
eyes to focus. There was a small, slim shape heaped on the ground beside him, held there by what was 
apparently a thick, buckled dog collar and a chain embedded in the floor. The edges of the darkness faded 


slowly, and Long let out a muffled, rasping cry as he recognized Chris's clothes 


He tried to speak, tried to yell Chris's name, but his throat constricted and he coughed painfully. Instead, he 
slumped back against the wall, satisfied that his companion and workmate seemed to at least be breathing. 
Whether he was unconscious or asleep, a small, selfish part of Long's brain whispered that it was much better 


than being alone. 


Firmly suppressing the brutal, but honest thought, Long flexed his fingers and turned to his right, expecting to 
see Ollie laying prone beside him. There was nothing but a wall, stacked from floor to ceiling with empty wooden 
crates. to the side stood a table. It was a brutal looking thing, out of place in the empty, silent room and yet 

strangely at home, adding to the desperate, abandoned feel. It shone with what must have been water. No rust 


spread across its silver surface, and Long swallowed. Someone had been here very recently. 


He jerked on the cuffs that held his wrists to the wall, flinching as a shower of dust and rubble cascaded down 
towards him. He leaned forward as best as he could, straining and whimpering, until a dark patch on the floor 


caught his eye. It looked slick, reflective, and much too dark for blood. 


It was at that point that Long found himself faced with a rather starling realization. The tinny, metallic scent 
that hung in the air wasn't rust. It was too coppery, too wet. Too alive. There was no mistaking the smell of 


blood, even as the taste of his own still hung in his mouth. 


With this new information, he pulled even harder at the shackles, wincing as his shoulders creaked and popped. 
The bonds gave after a moment, their anchors shifting in what felt like a brick wall. Long leaned forward, taking 


advantage of his few extra inches, when something caught his attention 


The table had caught him so off guard that what was hanging above it had completely escaped his notice. It 
was stretched out, tacked to the wall almost like an animal skin, hung in the sun to tan and cure. It was almost 
shaped like a triangle, wider and slightly curved at one end, tapering to a shorted, more square shape. The 
majority of the surface was fleshy, not quite pale but definitely a color Long had seen before. 


He squinted, staring through what litte light he had. Outside, a cloud passed from in front of whatever sun 
was shining through the gaps in the plastic, and as the extra few beams helped to fill the room, Long felt as 
though a rock had been dropped to the bottom of his stomach. 


He would have recognized Ollie's tattooed forearm anywhere. 
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Beggar\'s Blues 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO SONG FOR THE DEAF 


Sitting in the white, fluorescent lit hallway outside the morgue, Joey watched as Brann tapped a pen against 
the side of his leg. The rhythm was growing faster, more erratic, and it was slowly drilling a hole in the sides 
of his skull. 

"Hey," 

Brann, oblivious to Joey's irritation, continued to tap. Joey cleared his throat, raising his voice. 


"Hey!" 


The tapping stopped as the pen fell to the floor. Brann looked up, somewhat sheepish, and bent to retrieve his 


drumstick of choice. 


"Sorry..was that bugging you?" he asked, slipping the pen into his breast pocket with an apologetic tilt of his 
head. 


"Yeah. No. Look," Joey replied, folding his hands between his knees, unfolding them and then twisting his fingers 


together. Brann frowned. 
"You look like you need to get something off your chest...” 


Joey snorted, leaning back against the glass window behind his head, nodding and eventually settling to just rest 
his hands on his knees. 


"| dontt.not like you" 

Brann remained silent for a moment, grinning faintly, before letting out a short, sharp laugh. 

"Wow. Did that hurt? That looked like it hurt." 

"FUck you," Joey scowled, standing and sliding his hands into the back pockets of his jeans, pacing a few steps 
and then turning. “Ive only known you for half a day. It usually takes that long for my coffee to kick in. But 


you..you do good work. | appreciate that, and you don't push me. So | like you." 


Grinning like a fox, Brann folded his arms over his chest and leaned back, crossing his legs at the ankle. 


"Joey," he started, hesitating and tilting his head to the side once more. Joey was beginning to note that the 


simple motion usually heralded some sort of deep, meaningful comment. 
"Do you know why they sent me out here?" Joey shrugged. 


"l'd say it was your shining record and so-far disturbingly successful career, but l'm afraid 


some sort of fucking anthem will start playing." 


Brann grinned, shaking his head and stretching his arms out into the open hallway, blinking at the harsh, 
buzzing lights above them. 


"I left my orchestra in Atlanta. Don't worry. The thing is.look, | had a partner. Back home. He was a great guy. 
Smart, couple of kids, funny..someone you hope you get to work with, right?" 


Joey nodded, taking his seat once more and holding his fingers together. He had a good idea where this was 
going. More than one cop had left town after the death of a partner or friend. Joey himself had left Las Vegas 


for much less. Brann continued. 


"So anyway, | worked with this guy for about three years. Really good relationship, you know? He didn’t take 
any shit. Then one day, | show up at the station, and my captain pulls me into his office. Got bad news, he 
said." 


He hesitated, glancing down at the floor and reassembling his thought. Joey waited patiently, he knew what was 


coming next. 

"As it turns out," Brann shrugged, finally looking up at Joey, meeting his eyes with a casual jerk of his head, 
"he'd found out that morning that his wife was cheating on him. With their fucking neighbor. He killed her, killed 
the poor bastard next door, and then turned the gun on himself." 

Joey moved to reply, finding himself completely dumbstruck. It wasn't the first time he'd heard of a good cop 
losing the plot. He'd been a first person witness to that. Branns revelation was simply nothing if not 
unexpected. 


"Jesus, l'm sorry." he replied, weakly offering what little he could. Brann shrugged. 


‘Its okay. Long time ago..life moves on, you know? It just didn't move on in Atlanta. Not for me, anyway. So 


here | am." 
Snorting, Joey glanced at his watch, then at the frosted glass door behind Brann. 


"So the powers that be thought it would be a good idea to pair you with me, huh? Thought we'd be good for 


each other?" 


"Maybe," Brann winked, standing and cracking his back, letting out a low hiss. "Worked so far, hasn't it?" 


Joey moved to reply, actually considering grinning, when the glass door slid open. Grohl poked his head out, 
eyebrow raised. 


"Am | interrupting some sort of..tough guy, macho cop bonding moment or do you guys want to come in now?" 
Joey rolled his eyes, gesturing for Brann to follow Grohl into the Medical Examiner's office. The door slid shut 
behind them and Grohl tossed a box of latex gloves to Joey, motioning to a door at the end of the cluttered, 


file-stacked room. 


"This is a little dramatic, isn't it?" Brann mused, glancing sideways at Joey. Grohl laughed, and Brann couldn't 
help but compare the sound to that of a skittish deer. 


"You've never met our Examiner..." 
Joey winked at Brann, following the CSU into the autopsy room without a word. The light was dim, spilling from 
a solitary lamp propped up in one corner. A tiny figure sat hunched over the autopsy table, placing the last 


few stitches in a long, Y-shaped incision. 


"Detective Dailor, this is Doctor Natasha Shneider, the Coroner here in Joshua Tree. Doc, this is Joey's new 


partner." 
The petite woman turned in her chair, casting a critical glance over Brann. She was decidedly eastern European, 
with full lips and a small, pointed chin. He eyes were dark, like her hair, which was pulled back in a harsh 


ponytail. She sneered. 


"You're not good enough for Joey," she hissed, her accent thick and her words burning. Brann's eyes widened, 


and Joey laughed. 


"Hello ‘Tasha. | see they haven't thrown you your daily leg of lamb, yet?" he grinned, offering Brann a 
reassuring pat on the shoulder. Natasha smiled, slow and full of slavic venom. 


"How's your boyfriend, hmm?" she bit back, seemingly uncaring as to whether Brann had received that 
information yet. She appeared disappointed as he remained nonplussed. 


Grohl rolled his eyes, more than accustomed to dealing with the vile-tempered Coroner. Joey snorted, leaving 


the question unanswered. He gestured to the covered face of the body, laying still and pale on the table. 
“Any idea who he is?" 


"Nyef" Natasha shrugged her thin shoulders, pushing her chair away from the table and retrieving a thick 


stack of notes. 

"The forearm here is not the only place he's missing skin There are slices taken from either shoulder, and the 
upper right arm, but the scarring is mostly hidden by the burn damage. Cause of death was a gunshot wound 
to the back of the head." 


Joey nodded, taking a step forward and lifting the sterile sheet covering the man's face. He hisses, letting it 
drop, shaking his head. It hadn't looked nearly as bad in the harsh morning sun. 


"Fuck me. So what is it..removing the chance of identification?" 


Natasha jerked head once in affirmation, walking over and grabbing the dead man's left wrist. With little finesse, 
she hoisted it up into the light, showing the burnt remains of the man's fingerprints. 


"No prints, no recognizable marks, no face to look at and go ‘oh my god, it's him, it's him'.nothing." 
Frowning, Brann walked around the table, tapping the sides of his hips as he quietly considered. 


"So whoever's doing this is obviously trying to keep the identity of his victim a secret," he mused aloud, and 


Natasha snorted. 
"He's smart, your new one," she said to Joey, sneering at Brann. "What other tricks do you have, new puppy?" 


Brann, un-phased by Natasha's cold attitude towards him, continued his inspection. He frowned, running a hand 


over the back of his head, before turning and circling the table counterclockwise. 


"It could be more than that, of course. With identity comes..friends, family. A place of work. Hobbies,” he 
paused, looking up at Joey. "What do you think? It seems like an awful lot of effort to go to, when the body 
was placed in an area where it'd obviously be found. Maybe there's a message in it.maybe there are more 


victims.” 


Joey nodded, glancing at Grohl. The CSU seemed impressed, and Joey flipped open his notepad, jotting the ideas 


down. 


‘Its a definite possibility. By concealing the identity of this poor fucker, he's ensuring that his next target wil 
be free for the picking.that is, if he hasn't already taken one." 


‘Its too early for any missing person reports to come in.this guy's only been dead for several hours," Grohl 


added, apparently intrigued by Brann's theory. 


Natasha cleared her throat, arms folded beneath her low-cut top. She quirked an eyebrow at Brann, red lips 
pursed tightly. 


"Alright. Maybe you're good enough for Joey. Now both of you - get out. I'll call you if we find out who he 
is.run away, now. Let the people who really do the work do just that...” 


Joey grinned, winking at her and nodding to Brann, retrieving Natasha's autopsy report and folding it, tucking 
the wad of paper into his jacket pocket. 


"Yes ma'am. We'll be waiting with baited breath, won't we, Brann?" 
Natasha growled, hissing at them as they left the office, flicking her fingers with irritation. 


"You're such a bitch, Castillo." 
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Chris moaned softly. His head throbbed, humming as though a casket of bees had taken up residence inside the 
confines of his skull. He whimpered softly, not yet daring to open his eyes, instead clearing his throat and 
coughing at the dried-flax feeling of his tongue. 


"How much did | drink, last night?" he gasped, expecting the answer to come in the form of Oli's laugh, or Long 


offering a reassuring pat to the back of the head. He was met with silence, and silence only. 

"Guys?" 

He tried to open his eyes, wincing at the sudden pain. What dd he do last night? It felt as though there was a 
chain around his neck, dragging him down into the depths of a severe hangover. Laughing weakly at the 
thought, Chris brought one hand to his neck, intent on loosening the strangely tight collar of his shirt. 

His fingers met metal. Cold, corrosive metal. His earlier thoughts of a chain had proven to be much more solid, 
and he felt his heart thud harder and faster as his hand curled around what was definitely, unmistakably, a 
thick chain. He followed it to his neck where the tips of his fingers brushed a tight, padlocked dog collar, thick 
leather and cold steel, buckled around a meager strip of matted sheepskin. 

Chris screamed. 

His throat, raw from dehydration, roared with pain and Chris lurched forward, already having propped himself 
up on his knees. He sobbed as his face hit the cold, concrete floor, hands following the chain to a thick ring 
embedded in the ground. 

"Chris?" 


He jerked forward, twisting in the darkness and attempting to struggle to his feet. The chain, however, allowed 


him only to his knees. Someone had definitely spoken to him. 


"Who..what the fuck..who's there?" he croaked, rubbing at the skin pressed tight around the edges of the 


collar. 

‘It's me.its me, Chris, its Paul. tts Long." 

Chris let out a frantic whimper, twisting in the direction of the now overwhelmingly familiar voice. He crawled 
across the floor, scratching his palms and tearing his jeans open, reaching out and grasping what he assumed 
was a leg. 

"Long? That you?" 

"Yeah..yeah man, it's me. Just hold on there..you okay? You can't see?" 


Chris shook his head, his fingers twisting against the fabric of Long's pants. 


"Not a fucking thing.there's something around my neck, | think. think its a collar.dude, where are we? Why 


can't | see?" 
Long shifted beneath Chris's hand, moving closer, what little he could. 


"There's a cut on your forehead..you must have hit the floor, hard. It looks like it bled over your eyes, there's 
dried blood around them. L.lick your palms, or something. Open them slowly.” 


Nodding, Chris brought his hands to his mouth, licking and jerking back at the foul taste. They were filthy, 


tasting of iron, rust and dirt. He persevered, however, desperately wanting to regain his sight. 


Slowly, carefully, he rubbed his wet hands against the dried blood, crusting around his eyelids. Eventually the 
seal broke and he sat back, blinking until the tears ran freely. 


"Where are we?" He asked again, slowly adjusting to the dim light. As his focus became clearer, he caught 
sight of Long, chained to the wall. Although his friend seemed unharmed the sight of him sitting on the stone 
floor, his arms stretched up above his head, brought a fair amount of bile to his throat: 


"Not sure," Long shrugged, as best as he was able. He wiggled his fingers, clenching them into fists, willing the 
blood to keep circulating. "Some kind of..abandoned building. You okay?" 


Chris nodded, glancing down at the chain anchoring him to the floor. His hands were free, unbound and 
unrestrained, but the length of the chain kept him far from anything useful. Long's calf and foot were the only 


things in reach. 


"I think so. My head fucking hurts..who did this? | mean, what kind of psychopath would do this?" 


Long sighed softly, glancing up at the skin, stretched so grotesquely on the wall. From where he was chained, 
Chris couldn't see the familiar, tattooed flesh. Long decided it was best that way. 


"| don't know. | don't know, Chris, | just." he fell silent, hanging his head for a moment. "We're in a lot of 


trouble." 


They stayed quiet for several minutes, Long resigned to his fate, while Chris jerked and pulled on the chain like 
a wild animal. After the silence had passed, he stopped, looking up at Long with a look of terrible realization 


" where's Oli?" 


Long let his head rest back against the wall, watching Chris through dark bars of black hair. He bit his lip, 
closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. 


"| think he's dead." 
Chris fell back against the wall, deflating like someone had slashed a hole in whatever amount of hope was 
keeping him upright. He shook his head, once, before tugging on the chain leading down from his neck. He took 


one, shuddering breath, before letting out a yell that shook the plastic covering the windows. 


Long kept his eyes shut. Mercifully, he'd missed any pain that Oli had been put through. He didnit want to see 


that same pain on Chris's face. 
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"You two seem to be working well together..." 
DC opened the door of his office, shepherding Joey and Brann inside. Dr Michael Shuman waited for them, 
already seated. He nodded to Joey, handing him a slip of paper that, when unfolded, proved to be an 


appointment slip. 


"Tell Troy to see me whenever he needs to," Michael smiled, his voice low and hushed. Joey nodded his thanks, 
taking a seat and turning to the Captain. 


"Yeah. Funny how that works out, us having so much in common." 


Brann snorted, covering his grin with one hand and nodding. DC raised an eyebrow, saying nothing of Joey and 


Brann's similar situation. 


"I just received a copy of the autopsy report, up from the morgue. From what | understand, this could be 


very, very serious." 


Joey inclined his head slightly, producing his own copy of the report and nodding. 


"We've got a few theories, including potential Serial behavior..still no word on who the vic is, but Grohl told us 


there was a database search for skin removal currently being run." 


DC took a sheet from the file open on his desk, handing it to the two detectives. Michael cleared his throat, 
standing and moving to the side of the desk 


"We just got the results a few minutes ago. There's been reports of this type of MO from Seattle, down to us 
here, especially in the last few years. They stopped for several months, and this one today is the first of 


what we're assuming to be a new strain of killings." 


"Worst case scenario, huh?" Brann asked, glancing at the list. "So why did they stop? Jail time, for a different 
offense? Did your guy just.need a break?" 


Michael shook his head, perching on the edge of the desk and cleaning his glasses on the edge of his shirt. 
"Not with behavior like this, no. The bodies found in Seattle were so close together, l'm betting this is an 
obsessive personality. He has trouble stopping, possibly keeping victims for several weeks, having them on hand 


when the need should strike. We're thinking jail time is the most likely explanation 


Joey lowered his eyes to the list, scanning the details and putting the links together. He paused, handing the 
sheet to Brann and looking up at DC. 


"Most of these victims..when identified, it Turns out they worked together?" 


DC nodded, tapping his fingers against the desk and watching Joey over the rim of his glasses. He could see the 
wheels turning. 


‘It certainly seems that way. If you'll read a little further down, you'll see that the bodies were generally 


found at their place of work, as well. Yes, Joey.” 

Brann turned, glancing at the look on Joey's face. His jaw was set and his eyes were wide, the paper crumpling 
slightly in his grip. The body had been found at Troy's studio, they all knew that, but it had been assumed that 
the construction site was simply a convenient dumping ground. 


"| need to call him," he replied, short and sharp. DC nodded, holding up his hand for a moment's hesitance. 


"I know. Look, there are still a dozen cars down there, and twice as many uniforms. Troy, and all of his 


employees, are safe. We've got a team down there searching for anyone who didn't show up for work" 


He paused, removing his glasses and folding them gently, setting them on the table. He sighed as though the 


weight of the world rested on his shoulders, lifting his head and meeting Joey's raised eyebrow. 
“There's something else we have to consider here." 


Brann sat back in his chair, glancing at the psychologist, perched still on the desk. Michael nodded, jerking his 
head towards DC and Joey, motioning for Brann to keep his silence. DC cleared his throat, continuing. 


"Joey..the targeting of ENEMY Studios is no coincidence. We need to consider the possibility that there's 
something more to it. I'm not saying it has anything to do with Troy, not again, but the fact remains. We need 
to talk to someone with information, someone who might possibly know if someone out there has a certain 
fascination with, or grudge against, that particular label." 

Joey's expression hardened within seconds, and he shook his head once, vehemently no. 

"Absolutely not," he growled, leaning forward, intent on leaving. DC stood first, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
"Look, Joey. It wasn't an easy decision to come to, but if it means protecting future victims, well..you've got a 
job to do. They're holding him at Chuckawalla Valley, before moving him up to San Quentin. You can leave 


immediately... 


By the time DC had finished, Joey was already halfway out of the office. He slammed the door, sending a 


hairline crack through the plate glass. Brann frowned as he stood, pausing before following his partner. 
"Does this mean..°" he folded his arms, eyebrow arched. DC nodded. 
"Mhmm. You're about to meet your predecessor, former Detective, Joshua Homme." 
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Driving Death Valley 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO SONGS FOR THE DEAF 


In his dreams, Chris had been warm, tucked safe in his bed and curled around a girl who's name he couldn't 
remember, sleeping soundly with the knowledge that his door was locked and his fellow musicians turned 


housemates were just downstairs, asleep in their own beds. 


The warmth faded with the sleep, slipping away as he blinked his eyes, groaning at the sudden pain in the back 
of his skull. It was sharp and heavy, cold like the claw end of a hammer, embedded in the bone. He rubbed at 


it, gingerly, wincing and looking down at the hard cement he'd been calling a bed. 


His surroundings swam into focus. The room in what he and Long had assumed to be part of an abandoned 


factory. The dog collar around his neck, the chain buckling him to the floor. The cuffs around Long's wrists. 


Long. Chris moaned as he shifted, pulling on the chain and twisting to face his friend In the sparse patch of 
what felt like early afternoon sun, he could clearly make out the man hunching over him. 


"Hey! HEY!" he jerked forward, catching the chain and wrenching his neck with a painful yelp. The figure 
straightened, turning slowly. He was wearing what looked almost like the top half of a welding mask, thick black 
metal with a pane of reflective glass over the eyes. Chris swallowed, backing up just a little. 


"You're awake," the man growled, his voice heavy and low. It weighed on Chris, pushing him down against the 
floor and forcing him to take in great gasping breaths. The man before him stank of cigarettes and dirt. He 


smirked, humorless and empty. 


"You screamed until you passed out. | had to wait outside the door..| can't fucking stand the sound of 


screaming, you know," 


He jerked his head backwards, motioning to where Long hung from the chains around his wrists. He was paler 
than usual, completely still and unresponsive. Chris strained forward against the collar, desperately making out 
the subtle motion of Long's chest rising and falling. An empty syringe lay on the floor beside his hip. 


"Like | said. No screaming," the man smiled again, crouching in front of Chris and twisting a hand in his hair. His 
fingers were sheathed in a thick leather glove, industrial by the look and smell of it. Chris yelped, twisting and 
pulling, fighting the grip with no success. His captor reached forward with a heavy, iron ring laden with keys 
and plucked one from the bunch, twisting it int the padlock that fastened his collar. 


"When | came in here, your friend started yelling at me," the man with the gravel-pit voice continued, dropping 


the collar to the floor and hauling Chris across the dusty, cracked cement. 


"| don't like being fucking yelled at. So | took care of it. He'll wake up without knowing what happened to you..not 


sure if that'll come to him as comfort or not." 


He shrugged and Chris squirmed, twisting and thrashing with strength he hadn't known he still possessed. He 
caught the man in the side, striking him in the ribs and spitting at him, catching the side of his face. He was 
thrown unceremoniously to the ground, the back of his head hitting what felt like a steel table. 


In a momentary daze, Chris felt himself being hauled on to the table, his arms pulled straight at his sides and 
tightly buckled. His ankles were restrained in a similar manner, and once the fog cleared from his eyes, fighting 


his way through the stun, a thick leather belt was being pulled tight across his chest. 


"Who are you." he drawled, willing the words to form, to come together on the tip of his tongue. The man 
shrugged, scratching at the side of his neck with long, glove-covered fingers. 


"Just a man" 
Chris shook his head, rolling it from side to side, blinking and waiting for clearer focus. It didn't come. 
"No. There's a reason you took us, | know. What.what did you do to Oli? Where is he?" 


Turning away, the man let out a gruff, hacking cough. He hunched over a separate table, groaning and rubbing 
at his chest before removing the black, metal mask. Chris let out a soft sigh of relief - the reflection of his 


own face in the glass panel of the mask was beginning to become too much. 


"Your friend's dead,” the figure growled, producing a packet of cigarettes and lighting one, pressing it to his lips. 
Chris coughed, craving his own hit of nicotine, but finding himself irritated by the thick smell of what could 
only be filter-less cigarettes. He shook his head again, sharper this time, twisting and staring straight at the 


man's back. 


"No he's not." he spat, jerking on the cuffs that held his wrists to the table, straining to move. "No, he's not! 
He got away from you, didn't he? Olis too fucking smart to let some sick freak like you keep him here! He's 
getting us help!" 


The man laughed. It sounded like a metal file dragging over corrugated iron. Chris flinched. 
"You're a naive idiot," he growled, back still turned. He seemed to be replacing his gloves for something more 


form-fitting, something white. Chris caught a glimpse of a scarred forearm, before the man started to reach 


for something. 


"Just like your friend. He fought me, too. Told me | was twisted." 


He turned away from the separate table, approaching Chris in the dim mid-afternoon light. Without his mask 
he looked like an ancient manikin, a puppet with his strings cut. His eyes were dark and his skin was sun-faded, 


wrinkled and marked like old newspaper. His hair, wispy and brown, fell lank around his face, several shades 


lighter than his hint of a thin beard. 


He held something in his hand. It looked like a small roll of fabric, thick, tan colored canvass. It was ragged 
around the edges, with an almost porous, sponge-esque texture. Chris shrunk back as the man waved it in his 
face. There was something about it that almost.smelled familiar. Like a cologne, or a body wash used by a co- 


worker. 


"What the fuck is that?" he asked warily, his voice little more than a fading whisper. The man laughed, slapping 
it against the table beside Chris's head. 


"He wasn't good enough for this," the man replied, oblivious to Chris's fearful question as he slipped into his 
own monologue.'It's beautiful. A little generic, but something he didn't earn. He didn't cry for this, he didn't 
work for it. So | took it" 


With a jerk of his wrist, the man unfolded the sheet of cloth. It was almost triangular, wide at one end, 
narrowing to a smaller, flat point. It was patterned with dark, twisting patterns of lost tribal meaning, swirling 


and interlocking against what, upon closer inspection, could only have been human skin 


Chris twisted against the table. desperate to pull back, to jerk away, managing only to flop and thrash like a 
beached fish on a hook. He couldn't look away. Patches of the skin were covered in hair, human hair, that grew 
from the tattooed flesh even after death. The odd symbol, the occasional modern picture nestled itself 
between bars of black, and Chris felt the vomit rise in his throat. 


"Oli..." 


"Whatever his name was," the man shrugged, laying the skin canvas over Chris's chest. Chris jerked, gagging 
hard and twisting his head to the side, vomiting on the clean, clear surface of the table. He moaned, spitting 
and choking, sucking in gasps of foul air mixed with bile. 


"You'll choke yourself, you stupid shit," came the only acknowledgment of his distress. "Go ahead. See if | 


fucking care. It won't make you any more worthwhile," 


Chris whimpered softly, closing his eyes and wishing the foul taste in his mouth was the only real element of 
what he was currently experiencing. He could have his head down a toilet somewhere, Long patting his back and 
Oli laughing from the doorway. When he opened his eyes again, the man was standing over him, a very sharp, 


very shiny silver knife in his hand. 


"You don't deserve these," he hissed, pulling Chris's arm straight and raking his nails down over the tattoo that 


started just above his wrist, stretching to his inner elbow. “It's nice..but did you work for it? Beg for it? Did 


they make you fucking scream for it?" 


Chris cried out, shaking his head as hard as he could, eyes wide and lips suddenly dry. They cracked as he 
spoke. 


"No..nol | don't know what you're talking about! Oh, god, please don't..." 


He brought the knife down hard, digging it into the muscle and skin just to the left of his elbow. Pain exploded 
like a shotgun, spraying red and hot over Chris's entire arm. He screamed, screwing his eyes shut and trying 


to pull back. The cuffs and the man's grip on his bicep held. 


"You didn't work for this!" he growled, the heavy rasp growing thicker with exertion. He dragged the knife up, 
the serrated edge tearing and slicing, hacking at the skin. "You didn't fucking suffer for it!" 


The pain blurred into a dull, throbbing hum with each lift and drag of the night. Chris sobbed, twisting his head 
back and forth, vomiting once more. It caught in his throat this time, choking him as he coughed and 
spluttered 


The torture continued, his arm twitching and spasming as the knife grew nearer to his wrist. Chris knew what 
would happen once it cut along the bottom of his tattoo. Blood began to pool, thick and reeking of copper as the 
cuts grew too deep. He began to moan, eyes rolling into his head, no longer caring that his lungs were 


screaming for oxygen, drowning in bile and saliva 


He jerked once more, spasming and yanking on his binds, before the fight drained from him completely. Dim 
shadows plucked at the corners of his eyes, and as they rolled backwards once more, only once more, he was 


dimly aware of the odd, painless sensation of his skin being lifted from layers of fat and tissue. 
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It had taken Brann and Joey most of the afternoon to drive from the precinct to Chuckawalla State Prison. The 
trip had been taken in near-silence. It wasn't the first time Joey had driven the road, and it certainly wouldn't 


be the last, but never had he done so with such a weight on his shoulders. 


Brann hadn't questioned the silence, and had known better than to argue when Joey had made it clear he was 
doing this on his own. He'd simply nodded, sat in the car, and watched his partner disappear into the gates of 
the prison. 


He stood outside the door of the interview room, arms outstretched, one guard patting down the sides of his 
jacket as the other stood watch. His gun was still in the car, with Brann, and his cellphone, wallet and badge 


were left in a tray by the door. There was only one item he expected to take in with him, aside from notebook 


in pen, and the guard held it with a raised eyebrow. 


"You know there's no smoking in here, Detective Castillo," he muttered, holding the pack of Camel Golds in one 
hand. Joey jerked his head to the side, shrugging. 


"| don't smoke." 
After a moment's hesitation, the young man handed the cigarettes back to Joey, a professional courtesy for 
the man whose history with prisoner currently being brought through was well known Joey nodded his thanks, 


walking through the heavy steel door and taking his seat in front of a thick, clear plastic screen 


He sat alone for several minutes, his thoughts weighing heavily on his mind, before the loud grating and 
clanging of steel on steel signaled the arrival of his interviewee. 


From his seat behind the dividing screen, Joey watched Josh enter the small room. He was wearing a prison 
issue jumpsuit, almost the same shade of orange as his hair, with the top half tied around his waist. A white 
t-shirt matched simple, white shoes. The only deviation from the plain, straight-forward state-issued clothes 


was the small, silver cross hanging around his neck Obscenely, it too seemed to the match the outfit, shining 
with the same metallic gleam as the cuffs around his wrists. 


Joey flinched, a hardly-noticeable shudder runing down his spine, before relaxing and leaning against the back 


of his chair. Josh sat before him, mirroring his posture, with something of a surprised smirk on his face. 


"Here to put an end to my appeal?" he asked, his voice featuring more of a rasp than the last time Joey had 
talked to him, inside the confines of a courtroom. Joey shook his head. 


"Not much point in finishing something that's never going to get off the ground, right?" 


Josh laughed, nodding and lifting his hands onto the table before him, the cuffs striking the plastic with a loud 
thud. Joey watched them for a moment, biting the inside of his cheek. 


"So. Why are you here, then? Come to see how I'm holding up?" 


"Something like that," Joey shrugged, taking the cigarettes from his pocket, pulling off the plastic wrapper and 
opening the little cardboard lid. Josh watched him with intense, hooded blue eyes. 


"Don't tell me you're smoking now. | thought for sure you would have joined one of those anti-tobacco groups.” 
Joey snorted, shaking his head and taking out three cigarettes, slipping them through the half-inch gap 
between the screen and the table. Josh raised an eyebrow at the cigarettes, making no move to take them. 


The guard standing behind Joey gave no reaction, keeping his eyes on the floor. 


"Okay. What are you trying to bribe me for, huh? We both know l'm in here for the long run. The appeal's just 


for show." 


"You don't need to tell me that," Joey replied, sliding another three cigarettes towards Josh. He'd already made 
it clear to DC and the District Attorney that no appeal was to go through. They'd been in adamant agreement. 


"We need your help. /need your help. We had some shit go down in Joshua Tree overnight. Thought maybe you 
might have the inside word.." 


Josh nodded, leaning forward and taking the small pile of cigarettes, slipping them into his pocket. He had a 
small feeling he'd get them back to his cell with little trouble. 


"You mean the body they found at the studio." he replied, his voice a good deal lower. Joey sat upright, leaning 
forward over the table, and Josh laughed. 


"Calm down. There's a television in the rec room.they even let ex-cops watch it. There was a news feed about 


it after lunch." 

He paused, leaning forward a few inches and setting his blue eyes on Joey. 

"Is Troy okay?" 

Joey spread his hands out across the top of the table, giving himself a moment before answering. Josh didn't 
know about he and Troy's relationship, that was for certain. They, and anyone else from the precinct who 
knew, had been intensely careful during the trial to keep quiet. The fact that Joey and Troy had been growing 
close since the night in the chalk mine had no bearing on Josh's guilty verdict, so there was no need for the 
information to be made public. 

He cleared his throat, willing his heartbeat to slow just a fraction before answering. 


"You know | shouldn't talk to you about him, Josh." 


Josh nodded, folding his fingers together, offering a nonchalant shrug. Joey could see the internal struggle 
written across his face. 


"I know. It's okay. | just figured.he's been through enough, right? He doesn't need any more stress." 


"Josh." Joey sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. "You know | can't. If | talk to you about him, and something 


else happens in this case.." 
Josh shook his head, red hair falling in his eyes. 


"I swear, Joey. Come on..you know me. You know I'm never getting out of here.just tell me. Tell me he's okay.” 


"Will you help me?" Joey leaned forward again, staring Josh directly in the eyes. "Will you tell me everything 
you know about what happened at the studio?" 


Josh nodded, his nails scratching and chipping at the table in front of him. His chair creaked as he moved, 
restless. Joey sighed again, before leaning back and nodding. 


"Okay. Troy's fine. To the best of our knowledge, he has nothing to do with the body, or the placement." 

Josh relaxed back almost instantly, closing his eyes for a moment's clarity. Joey watched him, wondering how 
his old partner would react if he knew Troy's alibi had never needed to be checked - he'd been asleep against 
Joey's chest at the time of the John Doe's death. 


"What about.what about the rest of it? Physically, | mean How's he doing?" 


Joey lowered his eyes somewhat, willing the sneer on his lips to fade. He shrugged, meeting Josh's eyes again, 
silently applauding himself for his own restraint. 


"Good. An almost-complete recovery. From what | know, he doesn't even need therapy anymore. | hardly see 


him, these days.” 

Josh nodded, silent, his reaction unable to be completely gauged. Joey watched him carefully, waiting for him to 
make the first move. After several moments of silence, Josh shook himself, folding his long, pale fingers and 
lifting his head. 

"| don't know anything about the body." 


"What?" Joey frowned, shaking his head and holding up the open cigarette pack. "Don't hold out on me, Josh. You 
can do a lot more with whole pack of these, rather than just six. What do you know?" 


He shook his head, lifting his cuffed hands and running them through his hair. 

| swear to god. I'd tell you if | did. It was as big a shock to me when | heard about it, as it was to everyone 
else. Troy just..attracts people. He has a magnetic personality, you know. People want to do things for him, 
protect him.make sacrifices. Maybe that's what it is." 


Joey flinched, tapping his fingers against the table in deep frustrationnodding 


"Nothing, Josh? Nothing at all? | know you have contacts out there - not just Jesse. You have to know 


something" 


Silence stretched between them for several minutes. Joey sat with a pen in his hands and Josh watched the 
cuffs around his own wrists, tapping his fingertips together. he cleared his throat, finally lifting his head. 


“There is one thing," he began, eyes moving from the cuffs to the cigarettes. Joey hesitated, before emptying 
the back and sliding the contents under the screen. Josh smiled. 


"I heard some news from down in general population. Nick.you remember Nick, Joey. He's got a new cellmate - 
some kid. | don't know. Don't really care. But the things is, his old cellmate got paroled a few months ago." 


Joey tilted his head to the side, eyebrow raised. 

"So you're saying... 

I'm saying," Josh smiled, the slow, mad smile Joey had seen after he'd had Josh's gun pressed to the back of 
his head. "That Nicky likes to talk. He never could keep his fucking mouth shut. | don't know the guy's name, but 
I'm sure you could track him down" 

Joey added the note to the pad in front of him, nodding and flipping it shut. 

"Okay. Well.that gives us a lead, at least. | need to be heading back." 


Josh lifted his hands, eyebrows raised, stopping Joey before he stood. 


"Come on, man.don't just rush away. Its good to see you again, just sitting around, shooting the shit.it's like 


the old days, right?" 


"The old days ended when you pulled a gun on me, Josh," Joey growled, tucking the notebook into his pocket. 


Josh laughed, somewhat embarrassed. 


"Okay, so there was that. But come on.l'm doing my time, right? So come on, humor me. They set you up with 


a new partner yet?" 


Joey sighed to himself, closing his eyes and nodding. He folded his hands in his lap, resting one ankle on the 
opposite knee. 


"Yeah. A kid from Atlanta." 
Laughing softly, Josh nodded, echoing Joey's easy posture. 
"Nice. He as good a cop as me?" 


"He's sane, if that's what you mean," Joey replied, watching with a hint of a smile as Josh laughed, nodding and 
rolling his huge, broad shoulders. 


"Don't be a bitch about it, Joey. No one really got hurt.” 


The smile dropped from Joey's face and he straightened in his chair, berating himself for having lowered his 
guard, for thinking that, for one second, the man behind the plexiglass pane was his old friend, his old partner. 


"What about Aaron, Josh? You fucking blinded him. He can't leave his house." 


Josh snorted, leaning forward, close enough for his fingertips to touch the screen His blue eyes darkened, fixed 


intently on Joey. 


"That kid was a means to an end, Joey. A test subject - you know that. | would have been able to repeat the 


procedure on Troy without any complications. All | was doing, was covering my bases. Being cautious." 


"You're fucking sick," Joey spat, standing and motioning to the guard, waiting to be let out. Josh stood, knocking 


his chair backwards. 


"You still don't understand, do you, Joey?" he laughed, stooping somewhat in the small room. "You don't 
understand everything | would have given him! | had clothes, tailored to fit him. | had a room for him, far 
away from where anyone could find him. He would have been safe, | would have given him everything he 


needed..." 


Joey paused, motioning to the guard to wait as he turned back to Josh. Pushing his own chair out of the way, 


he reached into the collar of his own shirt, pulling out a ring on a thin, silver chain. 
"You recognize this?" 


Josh leaned in, fixing his eyes on the silver and garnet ring The door behind him rasped open, twp guards 
waiting to take him back to his cell. Joey held up a hand, signaling for them to wait as Josh's eyes grew wide. 


"That's Troy's. He wore it on the middle finger of his left hand. Joey..Joey, why do you have Troy's ring?" 


With a slow, proud smile on his face, Joey allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. Josh was never getting 
out of prison. He had Troy. Despite a relationship still plagued with nightmares, friction, intensely demanding 


careers and now, another violent crime, he had won. Joey had won. 
"He gave it to me. A few months ago. When we moved in together." 


Josh's eyes grew even wider, opening pas shock and into deep, disturbing anger. He lashed out as the guards 
from the doorway took his arms, striking the plexiglass so hard with one fist that the screen cracked. Joey 
jerked back, walking out of the room as Josh began to yell. 


"Don't you touch him, Joey! Don't you fucking touch him! He's mine, do you understand me? | was going to keep 
him clean.| was going to keep him away from everyone else! He was never going to see anyone else but 


me..never hear them, never touch him.don't you touch him, Joey! Don't you touch him!" 
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Joey walked out of the front gates, heading towards his car, his shoes crunching against the dirt and gravel of 
the civilian parking lot. Brann sat on the hood of the car, the remains of a cigarette smoldering between his 
fingers. His cellphone was pressed to one ear, and he clocked it shut as Joey approached. 

"How'd it go?" he asked, seeing the answer written across Joey's face. 

"Fucking peachy," Joey replied, wrenching the door open and slamming it as he climbed inside. His fingers 
twitched towards his pocket, desperate to call Troy, just to hear his voice. He rested his hand on the steering 


wheel instead, deciding that the drive back to Joshua Tree would give him time enough to calm down. 


"That bad, huh?" Brann threw his cigarette butt to the ground, climbing into the car and clicking his seatbelt 
home. "Did you get anything?" 


Joey nodded, taking the notebook from his pocket and tossing it into Brann’s lap. Flipping it open, Brann browsed 
through the meager notes, letting out a low whistle. 


"Yeah, this could be something. We're not going to be able to get in touch with anyone else from the prison 


until tomorrow, but we can start tracking down this Parolee. Think it could be something?" 

Shrugging, Joey pulled out of the parking lot, cutting on the car stereo and heading for the open road. 

"Could be. Who knows what kind of sick fucks these two gather around them. Who was on the phone?" 

Brann closed the notebook, reaching out and plucking at the volume control of the stereo, clearing his throat: 


"The Captain. You know how Grohl was running that search for us, the one on crimes involving de-gloving, on 


the FBI database?" 

'De-gloving?" 

"Yeah. The removal of skin from the body. De-gloving’ 

Joey snorted, his grip on the steering wheel loosening somewhat. 

"You fucking academy kids. Okay, so what? We already got the results, right?" 

Brann nodded, somewhat uneasy. Joey watched him out of the corner of his eye, frowning 


"Brann?" 


"It, uh," Brann cleared his throat, staring down at his hands in his lap. "Our search apparently raised some flags 
with the feds. They decided to go ahead and send to agents in without taking the care to let us know. They'll be 


there in the morning." 


Joey groaned, lifting one hand from the wheel and pressing it to the back of his neck. He didn't have the same 
hatred of the FBI possessed by his ex-partner, but it was certainly a hassle they could do without. 


"Great. DC say anything else?" 
"Yeah. He said they were friends of yours. Old friends. Whatever the hell that means." 


Joey reached down, turning the radio back up, not caring for whatever was playing. Brann watched him with 


raised eyebrow, not pushing for an explanation Joey sighed. 


"Great. That's fucking great" 
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Judas Touch 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO A SONG FOR THE DEAF 


Joey had gone home after returning from the prison, stopping by the precinct to briefly share the details of 
his interview with Josh. Although the case was still open, and at a high alert response, no argument was made 


when he announced he was leaving for the day. 


Troy had been in the apartment when he arrived back, and the tense frustration between both of them 
quickly ignited into a fight that bordered on violent. Troy had snapped when Joey admitted to having gone to 
see Josh, escalating to a screaming mess when it was revealed that Josh now knew the details of their 


relationship. 


The accusations that were tossed back and forth soon dissipated into desperate, hitching sobs on Troy's part, 
and pleading frustration on Joey's. Anger turned to comfort, comfort grew physical, and the night ended with 
an awkward, dirty fuck against the side of the bed. Troy whispered his name like a mantra, over and over, and 
Joey didn't come. He kissed the back of Troy's neck, told him it was okay, and held him as he fell asleep with 


tears on his cheek, fingers clutching Joey's shoulders. 


As morning crept through the drawn curtains, Joey had slipped out of bed without waking him, leaving a note 
asking him to stay in the apartment with his phone glued to his hand. Better to be safe than sorry, that he 
loved him, and he hadn't meant to yell last night. 


He reached the police precinct with a heavy weight on his shoulders, feeling as though a dark cloud followed 
him from his car to his desk Sure enough, as he pushed through the doors into the homicide division, two 


very familiar faces sat, conversing amiably with his partner. 


"Look what the fucking cat dragged in," he muttered, jerking his thumb in an unmistakable get-the-fuck-out- 
of-my-seat gesture. 


"Detective Joey Castillo, always a pleasure," the taller of the two men smiled, vacating the seat and bowing his 
head somewhat in greeting. Joey rolled his eyes. 


"Agent Jeordie White. Still earning your federal paycheck and making my life hard. And your effervescent 
partner, Agent Trent Reznor, still all smiles and sun-fucking-shine." 


Raising an eyebrow, Trent folded his arms over his chest while Jeordie laughed, perching on the edge of Joey's 
desk and winking at Brann. 


"He wasn't always this way, you know. Joey used to have a much better attitude when dealing with us." 


"Mmm," Joey swallowed a mouthful of scalding coffee, rifling through the papers on his desk. "That was before 
you held up Josh's trial for five fucking months.” 


Trent cleared his throat, removing his sunglasses from the pocket of his black suit jacket and cleaning them in 


a very federal-like manner. 
"Our witness wasn't ready to testify. You know that, Joey.” 


Joey scowled, standing and setting the coffee to the side as Jeordie and Brann watched, amused by the display 
and posturing. 


"Don't give me that, Trent. You were holding Aaron back until the last possible minute. | know you didn't want 
to put him on the stand, just like | didn't want Troy up there, so don't give me that bullshit again" 


If anyone should understand why we held him back, Detective," Trent growled, leaning in and closing the gap 
between Joey and himself, "It's you. I'd be careful what you say, your attitude towards the FBI is starting to 


echo that of your former partner..." 


Brann cleared his throat loudly, standing and putting himself firmly between Joey and Trent, dispersing the 


tension with a frantic wave of his hand. 
‘Sorry to interrupt.| can see there's a lot of, uh, history here, but we have work to do..right, Joey?" 


Nodding, Joey took a step back, returning to his desk and hesitating for a moment, looking through the stack of 
notes and post-its that had accumulated overnight on his desk. 


"Our victim has a name?" 
"Sure does," Jeordie replied, taking a slip of paper handed to him by Brann, passing it on to Joey. “Oliver 
Middleton. The DNA came back this morning, we ran it against five samples from studio employees that didn't 


show up for work" 


Joey nodded, running his eyes down the short list of names. He recognized most of them, Troy would mention 
his employees on occasion. Middleton had been a session musician, one of three over from London With a small 


hint of a frown, he noticed the names of the other two at the bottom of the list. 
"These two.Chris Glithero and Paul Frost. Has anyone heard from them?" 
Brann paused, flicking though his own sheaf of papers and shaking his head. 


"Nope. The other two on the list checked out, but we haven't been able to track down the others.” He 


hesitated, meeting Joey's eyes and leaning back. "You think this guy, this skin-remover, has them?" 


"Id make sense," Joey mused, glancing up at the agents. They nodded their agreement. "The files from Seattle 
showed the victims worked together, knew each other..these kids are obviously friends. Fuck." 


He stopped dead, looking up at Jeordie, Trent and Brann. The thought shared between the four men was written 


across their faces. Jeordie swore. 
"He could have live victims." 
Joey stood almost instantly, pocketing his cellphone and downing the rest of his coffee in one, burning gulp. 


"We need to get back to Chuckawalla Valley,” he said, looking at Brann and receiving a definite nod in return. 
Jeordie followed, sliding from the desk and shrugging his coat up over his shoulders, eyebrow raised. 


‘Isn't that were Former-Detective Homme is currently housed?" 
Joey rolled his eyes, nodding and heading for the door. 


"Don't give me that smarmy federal shit, Jeordie. You know we were there yesterday. And I'd bet my gun that 


you know why we're heading there now, isn't that right, Brann?" 


Brann shrugged, somewhat sheepishly. He liked the agents, and he'd heard enough about them from Josh's 
arrest and trial. He'd found it easy to fill them in on their progress so far. 


"You're not going anywhere,’ DC stopped them, calling from the doorway of his office. He held a phone in one 
hand, a sheet of paper in the other, and a grim expression on his bespectacled face. 


"That was dispatch. Another body turned up at the studio overnight. All four of you need to get down there, 


EK 

Joey stood at the door of the studio, watching Brann and the two agents head towards the construction site. 
He pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Troy's number, frowning as it cut once again to his voice mail. 
Youve reached Troy van Leeuwen's personal lne, if youre looking for ENEMY Studios, please dial. 

He sighed, flipping it shut and cutting the message short. Troy would be fine. DC had said no one had called him 


yet. He'd probably just accidentally turned his phone off. Shaking his head, Joey slipped the phone into his 
pocket and headed towards the back of the studio, dreading whatever was laying ahead. 


The same group from the previous day had reassembled, taping off an area just yards away from the first 
dump site. He could pick out the familiar faces of Grohl and Natasha, hunched over a body, taking samples and 
notes as the rest of the CSU combed the surrounding area Several uniformed officers kept a news crew at 


bay, and towards the back of the constriction site, standing beside the suited figure of Agent White, was Troy. 


"What the fuck are you doing here?" Joey hissed, crossing the crime scene in record time. He set a hand on 
Troy's elbow, steering him away from Jeordie, away from the site of the body. Troy was shaking, his face 
stark white and his eyes wide. He looked smaller than usual, dressed in jeans and a hooded jacket, as opposed to 
his usual three piece suit. 


It's Chris, Joey." Troy whispered, wrapping his arms around his own waist, hugging tightly. "H's Chris. | just 
came down here to get some papers, | swear, and | got here just as they found it. could see his face,t wasn't 


burnt.Joey, it's Chris, he killed Chris, and no one can find Oli, or Long." 


Joey frowned, pulling Troy close and holding him still for a moment's calm. He glanced back over his shoulder, 
watching the body disappear into a blue, canvas bag. He didn't recognize the man's face, but it was still intact. 


He was handsome, young, and missing most of the skin from one arm. 


"We identified the first body this morning, Troy. It's Oliver Middleton," he whispered, sighing as Troy tensed 
against his chest. He pulled back a little, holding Troy at arm's length. 


"Who's Long? Is it Paul.Paul Frost?" 


Troy nodded, watching over Joey's shoulder as the body was lifted into the coroner's van, the doors sliding 
shut with a hissing click. 


"Yeah. Th-that's him.he's dead, isn't he? Oh god.Joey, they're here because of me. | heard their demo, | 
brought them over..Joey, | paid for their fucking plane tickets!" 


His voice reached a frantic pitch and Joey pulled him close again, holding him tightly around the shoulders, 


willing him to calm down. 


Its not your fault. You know that, don't you? None of this is your fault. This guy..he preys on people like this, 
people that work together, that know each other. This is just a coincidence, Troy. This has nothing to do with 


you." 


Troy nodded weakly against Joey's shoulder, fingers twisting in the fabric of his shirt as he pulled back, 
catching his breath and fastidiously smoothing his hair. 


"I know. guess, yeah. Yeah. God, Joey..the son of a bitch took his tattoos. Chris's tattoos. Oli's, too. The whole 


sleeve." 


Joey frowned, glancing back at the site of the body, watching the CSU sift through the dirt and rubble. The 


possibility of removing tattoos had been considered - indeed, the bodies from Seattle had been identified as 
missing tattoos. Joey felt a twinge in the pit of his stomach, unconsciously brushing the sleeves of his jacket, 
beneath which hid his own copious tattoos. The names of his sisters, his mother. His home and his childhood, 
his god and his religion, The thought of having them ripped from his skin was harrowing, dehumanizing. 


‘| want you to go home,” he broke the silence, lifting Troy's chin with two fingers, his own face stern and 


unwilling to negotiate. Troy nodded without hesitation 


"| called Dr Shuman. Michael. He's going to drive me back to the apartment and..well, just listen to me, | guess. | 


think | need someone to talk to." 
Joey nodded gently, trying to push away the mixed sensation of relief and hurt. Troy had never really been 
able to talk to him about Josh, and the chalk mine. He understood.he was as much a part of it as Josh and 


Troy, but the faint sense of failure in himself remained. 


"I think that's a really, really good idea. | don't want you alone right now, okay? | don't know when I'll be able to 


come home." 
Troy smiled softly, nodding and resting his fingers on Joey's forearm. 
| know. Go and do your job, okay? Stop worrying about me. | won't get in the way again." 


Laughing softly, Joey nodded and turned back towards the throng of uniformed personnel. By the time he 
reached Brann and glanced back, Troy was leaving with the thin, wavy-haired figure of Dr Shuman. 


"Is he okay?" Jeordie asked quietly, having watched the exchange as Trent and Brann gathered what information 


they could. Joey shook his head, and Jeordie frowned. 
"Mm. He looks healthy, at the very least,” 


Joey looked up, meeting the tall, slim man's eyes and hoping that a year of worry and concern wasn't as 


obvious as it felt. 
"He's not" 


Before Jeordie could reply, Brann walked over, interrupting with Trent close behind. He sighed, pinching the 
bridge of his nose in a very Joey-like gesture. 


"Same MO. as before, only this time the face is fully visible. The skin is missing from practically the entire 
arm..cut clean off. Natasha's of the opinion that the kid was alive for most of it, bleeding out towards the end." 


Trent shook his head, jerking it to he side in a display of deep, unsettling disgust. 


"Fucking sick There's nothing new. No trace, no tracks. No nothing." 


Brann nodded, apparently quite at ease with working next to the solid, cold federal agent. Joey and Jeordie 


watched them with some amusement as Brann continued where Trent had left off. 


"The Studio security was on the other side of the building when they suspect the dump was made. No one saw 
anything, and the construction crew are obviously taking some time off until we can release the site. Poor kid 


was laying in the dirt for several hours before anyone noticed." 


"Chris," Joey replied absently, scratching a few of his own notes into his ever-present notepad. Brann frowned 


at him, eyebrow raised. 


"His name is Chris. Glithero. Our supposed live victim. Troy identified the body.we're down to one. Wherever 
Paul Frost is, | hope he's in one fucking piece." 
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Long had been awake for nearly an hour, staring silently at the collar on the ground before him. It was empty, 
the chain laying limp like a dead snake, coiling from the collar to the run embedded in the ground. Merely hours 
before, he would have given his life to free Chris from the vile thing, but now, he'd give more just to see him 


once against locked in the worn leather. 


He didn't dare look up. For all he knew, the stretch of wall on which Oli's skin had been hanging could be bare. 
The grotesque human canvas could have been removed. Of course, he reminded himself, it was far more likely 


that another piece had been added to the morbid gallery. 


He gagged, choking on dry saliva. The man had offered him a meager sip of stale-tasting water not long ago, 
when he'd first woken up. He couldn't remember having fallen asleep, but the sharp pain of a healing puncture 
on the side of his neck quickly solved that particular mystery. He'd taken the water without a word, opening 
his mouth and keeping his eyes focused on the floor. 


Silently, now, he waited. He knew it was only a matter of time before the man returned, dark clothes and 
hollow face. The footsteps came as no surprise, whether it had been minutes or hours, and he kept his eyes 


shut as bony fingers encircled his wrist. 


"Just as undeserving as your friends," he muttered, tearing open the cuffs of Long's shirt, which had 


somehow managed to stay around his wrists. Long ignored him, stoic in his silence, refusing to beg and tarnish 


the pride of Chris and Oli. 


He gritted his teeth, tensed the muscles along his spine, and waited for whatever blow, slice or shot would 


come next. His skin hummed with nervous vibration, every hair standing on end. 


Nothing. No blow. No strike to the back of the head, no cold knife slipping between his ribs. No gun, metal 
clicking on metal. Nothing. 


"Where are they?" the man hissed, grabbing Long by the jaw, shaking him until his eyes opened. Long groaned, 
focusing after a moment's blur. the man looked vaguely familiar, in the way one might remember the skull of 


a friend long in the ground. 


"Where..what?" Long rasped, his voice a crackling hiss. The man grabbed him by the wrist, shaking hard against 
the cuffs. Long whimpered in stiff pain. 


"Where the fuck are they? Your tattoos, boy! Where are they?" 

Frowning, Long let his head roll from side to side, curling his fingers and flexing his aching shoulders. 

"Don't have any." he replied, watching with what little satisfaction he could muster. The man seemed stunned, 
momentarily thrown. Long closed his eyes, relief and realization mingling with guilt. This monster had hunted 
them for their tattoos, and only Long's hesitance and indecision would keep him from joining his friends, his 
brothers, in the freezing tombs of a city morgue. 

"How..how do you not.no, you have to. You have to have at least one..tell me. Tell me, or I'll gut you." 

The man's voice broke with the surprising emotion, cracking and splintering around the edges as his composure 
started to fray. Long opened his eyes, watching in silence. He shrugged, the most defiant gesture he could 
muster. 

The man laughed. 

‘Its not a problem," he whispered, crouching in front og his prisoner, fingers scraping the cement. For the first 
time, Long noticed the man's tattoos. Stars and small, black orbs dotted his fingers, spiraling around a dark 
cross on one hand, a crown on the other. 

"Not a problem. We can solve that." 

Long twitched back against the wall, dry, red eyes widening. 

"Are you..are you going to tattoo me?" he asked, surprised at the depth of his fear. A mere tattoo was 
preferable to whatever else this man could inflict, but there was something incredibly disturbing about the 
fact that it would be forced on him. He felt used, violated, surprised by the revulsion that twisted his gut. The 


man scowled, shaking his head. 


"You haven't earned them," he growled, his rasping voice like glass on a sheet of iron. "You've done nothing to 
deserve them. No one has. Not like me.." 


Long bit into his bottom lip, watching with wide eyes, his throat dust-caked and parched. The man moved 
closer, crouching between his legs, close enough for Long to see every tiny white scar and sun-baked line on 


the man's face. 


"There's someone else out there. Like your friends. He has tattoos. Pretty ones. Pictures and designs that he 
brought for himself, that he did nothing to earn He didn't suffer for them. I'll take his.." 


Relaxing somewhat, Long allowed himself a shallow breath. Good. Let this madman go after someone else. 


Maybe he could get out of this, after all. His captor continued, pale eyes dancing with reflected sunlight. 


"IIl cut them from his skin. Pull them away. I'll stitch them onto your naked arms, boy, press them into your 


flesh. And then I'll cut them from you, skin and bones." 


Long groaned, low and sickened, closing his eyes and shaking his head. For one harrowing moment, he found 
himself wondering who this fourth victim would be, or whether the deranged lunatic before him was referring 


to the remains of Chris and Oli. 


"Who..who is it? Who are you going to cut?" he whispered, assuring himself that knowing would be the only 
way to fully prepare for the unavoidable. The man laughed, shrugging his hunching, hollow shoulders. 


"Some cop. Some stupid, smug cop. He told me he liked my tattoos.like he knew what | went through, like he 


knew what they did to me. Ill take him, I'll tear them from his flesh, and I'll make them yours. You just watch 


me... 
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Praying Ground 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO A SONG FOR THE DEAF 


With the list of possible live victims now reduced to one, Joey had made the suggestion upon leaving the 
construction site that an interview with Nick Oliveri was badly needed, and needed now. If he could be convinced 
to offer any information on his previous cellmate, parallels might be drawn. Brann had agreed, as had the 
agents, and ha suggested that two stay behind at the precinct, where they could act on any leads as soon as 


the information had been revealed. 
Joey had whole-heartedly agreed to this suggestion, unaware that his partner intended to stay behind with one 
of the agents. Through some sort of major miss-communication, Joey now found himself driving through the 


desert in a black Sedan, suffering through awkward silence with Federal Agent, Trent Reznor. 


The silence stretched painfully thin between them, sucking the air from the car until Joey's phone began to 
trill and shriek. He relaxed, muttering a silent thankyou under his breath and flicking it open 


"Brann, hey. Got anything from the prison yet?" 


Brann's voice crackled through from the precinct, and Joey switched the phone to loudspeaker, setting it on 


the dash. Trent nodded his short, sharp thanks. 


"Heard back from the Prison about Oliveri,” Brann began, the distinct sound of shuffling papers echoing 
through. "He's on a chain gang right now, they're happy to have you talk to him, if you can find him." 


"Great," Joey sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose in his almost trademark gesture of frustration 
"Detective," Trent cleared his throat, one hand on the steering wheel, the other tapping the small, rectangular 
GPS screen. "Agent White has the tracking pin for this car linked through to his phone. Kindly remind him of 
that." 


Joey watched the phone, eyebrows raised, as the sounds of scuffing and conversation followed. Brann returned 


several moments later, the distinct sound of a grin lifting the edges of his voice. 


"Okay, we've got you! There's a map pulled up on the computer here..you're headed south-west, towards the 
prison.and you just passed a gas station, right?" 


“That's right," Joey snorted, tilting his head towards Trent in surprised acknowledgment. "So where do we head 


from here?" 


"Okay..give me a second..the prison gave me a vague idea of where the gang'd be by now..alright, you're coming 


up on a road to your left.see it?" 
Trent grunted affirmation, slowing down a fraction in preparation for Brann's directions. 


"You need to take that.about a mile in, there'll be another road to your right. Take that one, and in about 


twenty minutes you should be seeing Orange jumpsuits. The guards know you're coming.” 


"Excellent," Joey grinned, taking his sunglasses from his jacket and sliding the arms over his ears, relaxing 


somewhat. 

"Did you find anything out about this ex-cellmate of ours?" 

Brann snorted, his derision echoed in the background by the clear, sharp voice of Agent White. 

"We should be so fucking lucky. All they could tell me was that he was from Seattle..no name, nothing, Some 
huger cluster-fuck with their computer system, apparently, | guess it was too much effort to find a hard- 


copy record." 


"That's the justice system for you." Joey sighed, shaking his head and retrieving the phone from the magnetic 
holder on the dash. "We'll be in touch. Keep looking." 


He flipped the phone shut, sliding it into his pocket and waiting for the silence to return. It hung for a brief 


moment before, to Joey's great surprise, Trent cleared his throat. 

"| should apologize." 

Joey turned in his seat, twisting to face his temporary partner, eyebrow raised. 
"You what now?" 


"| said," Trent scowled, glancing down at the GPS and turning accordingly, "that | should apologize. | know Troy's 


been trying to spend some time with Aaron, and | haven't been exactly.accommodating.” 


Despite himself, Joey smiled and tilted his head forward, arms folded over his chest. For a moment's 
consideration, he couldn't help but wonder if Jeordie and Brann had forced them together in order to work out 


their differences. 


"Trent." Joey began, pausing to gather his thoughts and tact. "If anyone understands your need to protect 


Aaron, it's me. You know that." 


"Mmm," Trent nodded, drumming his fingers over the back of the steering wheel. "He hasn't left my apartment 
since the trial, you know. | can't help but feel as though talking to Troy, getting out.it might do him some good. 
But if it doesn't go well, if he can't handle it.| don't know how much further he can back-peddle. You know?" 


Joey nodded, folding his hands against his knees and watching the desert slide past the car. 
"| did the same thing..if it makes you feel any better," he started, shrugging as Trent raised an eyebrow. "I still 
do. | mean..Troy's getting better. Physically. It's going to take some time, but he'll get his hearing back 


completely. l.l know Aaron won't have a luxury like that" 


He cut himself off, swallowing and waiting for the silence to once again engulf the car. To his surprise, Trent 


answered almost immediately. 
"He could. In the future. Well..he could have" 


Joey cocked his head to the side, removing his glasses as the conversation progressed. He hadn't thought 


Agent Reznor capable of speaking in more than three to four word grunts. 


"There's a waiting list for ocular implants. New technology - it's not ready for tje public yet, but |.have some 


strings l'm not adverse to pulling." 


He shrugged, pausing to check the GPS, turning right onto the road Brann had predicted. He continued, eqged on 
by Joey's understanding silence. 


"I tried to put him on the list. Could have, too. In five years, maybe less, he'd be able to see like a sniper. The 
apartment, the city, his own face. Me." 


"What happened?" 


Trent paused for a moment, and Joey could tell by the whitening of his knuckles that he was gripping the 


steering wheel within an inch of it's life. 


"He lost it. | never thought someone so small, so skittish, could get so angry, you know? He told me that he'd 
rather be blind, be disfigured, for the rest of his life than to have something fake and synthetic do the job 


for him." 


Joey let out a low whistle, shaking his head. It wasn't hard to imagine. Troy had reacted the same way on more 


than one morning, screaming at his synthetic hearing aide in frustration, declaring he would rather be deaf. 


"Troy's had similar problems..not to that degree, but." he paused, letting the sentence trail and hang between 


them. After several moments, Trent nodded, his grip on the wheel relaxing. 


"l'Il talk to Aaron once this is over. | think, maybe..talking to Troy would probably do him some good" 


Nodding, Joey stayed silent for several minutes, mulling over the conversation He cleared his throat after 


some time had passed, taking advantage of the somewhat relaxed situation 

"You know. You're turning out to be a fairly decent guy..for a Federal Agent" 

Trent snorted, raising an eyebrow and glancing sideways at Joey. 

"Thanks. | thought about becoming a beat cop once, you know. Working my way up to Detective." 
‘Oh yeah?" Joey replied, a little surprised. Trent seemed to ooze FBI. "So what stopped you?" 
Trent shrugged a little, shifting gears and pressing the accelerator forward a half-inch. 


"| look far too good in a black suit." 
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Trent's phone rang just as they pulled to the side of the road, the skidding tires throwing a spray of dust 
towards the orange-clad chain gang. Joey left him to the call, Jeordie no doubt, and closed the car door against 


the swirling dust of the desert highway. 


He was met by the shotgun-toting sheriff and guards with a familiar nod. Brann was right, they had indeed 
been expecting him, and Oliveri was chained at the back of the gang in order to easily separate him. He hung 
back, watching the familiar bald, goat-bearded figure pick at trash and dust, waiting for Trent to join him. 


"They have a name," the agent announced as he walked over from the car, cellphone snapping shut. Joey raised 


an eyebrow, and Trent nodded to the Sheriff. 


"Oliveri's cellmate. His name is Mark Lanegan, he was released just under three months ago. They had him for 


possession.let him out on good behavior, apparently.’ 

Joey frowned, keeping his opinions of the catch-and-release prison system to himself, especially in the 
presence of several proud correctional officers and their equally proud shotguns. There was more to his 
silence, however. The name irked him, as if he should know it. His notebook was in the car, and the concern for 
their last, hopefully still alive victim had pushed the name straight from his head. 

“Anything else?" 


Trent nodded, frowning at the familiar sight of Oliveri several paces ahead. The man had been at least partly 


responsible for blinding Aaron. Trent's fingers curled into tight, firm fists. 


"Yeah. They found an address for him. Down on the industrial side of town Jeordie and Brann are checking it 


out, running down there in an unmarked car and having a look around..they'll keep in touch." 
"Okay. Let's get this done with, then. We should be back there by noon," Joey muttered, gesturing for Oliveri to 
be released from the chain and brought over. The name ate at him, irritating and familiar. He knew that he'd 


heard it before. 


As Oliveri was brought over, his face split into a huge, humorous grin. He nodded his head towards Trent, 
leaning back and arching both eyebrows, thoroughly amused. 


"You're the fucking Fed' who shot Josh, aren't you?" 


Trent moved forward a half-inch, eyebrows drawing together behind dark sunglasses. Joey cleared his throat, 
interrupting as Trent's mouth twisted into a frighteningly dark scowl. 


"Do you remember me, Mr Oliveri?" 

"Call me Nick," he grinned, coughing and waving the dust and sand from his face. The cuffs around his wrists 
clattered, heavy and sand-burnished. "Yeah, | remember you. Josh's partner. You sure got him good, huh? Sent 
him away for twice what l'm doing." 

Joey cleared his throat again, turning his back to the wind-whipped dust. Of course, the subject of Josh was 
going to come up. There was no avoiding that, no matter how much Joey loathed the topic. The previous day's 
interview still lay heavy in the back of his mind. 

"Nick. Look..we don't want to be out here any more than necessary. We need some information, and your 
lawyer's been contacted with something of a deal. Three years, off your sentence, in exchange for what we 


need to know." 


Nick moved back a little, resting his weight on one leg and cocking the other to the side. He smirked, infuriating 
and smug, before shrugging. 


“Sure. Why not. | fucking hate this place, and three years is better than nothing. What can | help you with?" 


"Your last cell mate. Mark Lanegan," Joey replied, as Trent produced a small tape-recorder. He clicked it on, and 


the grin fell from Nick's face. 


"Lanegan?" he asked, fingers lacing together beneath the heavy cuffs. He kicked at the dust below his feet, 
rolling his shoulders. "Why'd you want to know about Lanegan?" 


Joey frowned, glancing at Trent out of the corner of one eye. The agent's face remained impassive, devoid of 


revealing emotion. 


"We have reason enough to believe he's involved in an open case..something the Joshua Tree PD's working with 


the FBI on Do you know anything that might be of help to us..?" 


Nick swallowed, leaning closer and jerking his head to the side. With a crisp nod from the watching Sheriff, the 


three men took several steps to the side. Nick lowered his voice, a harsh whisper only just audible. 


"This case of yours.it wouldn't have anything to do with.peeling shit off people, would it? Tattoos. Shit like 
that" 


Joey hesitated, and Trent swore quietly beneath his breath. Nick laughed, humorless and nervous, before 
continuing. 


"That guy was fucked up. You have no idea.the twisted shit he used to say. When | was first put in with him, 
he'd just sit and stare at my tats.every day, he'd ask me where | got them. If it was worth it. | didn't know 
what the hell he was talking about, half the time, so | ended up just telling him that..yeah. They were gang 
symbol, prison tattoos. He left me alone after that” 


Trent nodded, holding the recorder between the three of them, his other hand wrapped around his cellphone, 
buried in his pocket. He continued where Joey's questioning left off. 


"Do you have any idea why he was so interested in your tattoos? Did he ever try and attack you?" 


"Nah," Nick jerked his head back and forth, shaking it and pacing restlessly through the sand. Joey watched 


him, startled by the change in demeanor as soon as Lanegar's name had been mentioned. 


"| mean, | never really talked to him much, you know? The guy creeped me out. But | heard stories..apparently, 
he was in jail up north. Washington, somewhere. Ever since he was a kid. He got picked on.he's scrawny, you 


know? Rail-thin. But the guys he was in with, up north, they really fucked him up." 


Trent cleared his throat, pausing to add another question Joey folded his hands behind his back, staring at the 


ground between them and wracking his brains, straining to remember where he'd heard the name before. 
"Are you referring to rape, Mr Oliveri? Gang-related?" 


Nick shook his head, pulling his hands close to his body and twitching, as if he expected his former cellmate to 


materialize from the desert herself to exact his revenge for the sharing of information. 


"Sort of. | mean.they fucked him up. Raped him. Traded him. Really, really messed up shit..and they tattooed 
him, you know? Branded him, scarred him up, so everyone would know what he went through. He'd go on about 


how..how heearned them, that he suffered for them. It was fucked up, man" 


Joey looked up, lifting a hand and cutting the conversation short. 
"These tattoos of his. Where were they, do you remember?" 
Nick frowned for a moment, wrinkling his nose as if to suggest the question was nothing but absurd. 


"Yeah. They were everywhere. On his arms, his neck. Down his legs, over his chest..they were even on his 


fingers, you know? Little.little fucking stars, and circles. All over his hands." 
Joey swore loudly, twisting to the side and sending up a plume of dust. Of course 


‘Its the foreman," he hissed, grabbing Trent buy the elbow and pulling him closer. "The foreman of Troy's 


construction crew. The fucking scare-crow, with the gravel voice. Fuck!" 
Trent nodded, turning back to Nick, his voice low and clear. 


"Listen very carefully to me. Before Lanegan was released.did you tell him anything about Josh, about Mr van 
Leeuwen, and his studio?" 


Nick shrugged, nonchalant once more, apparently relieved to have left the topic of Lanegan and his tattoos. 
"Yeah, sure. Everyone brags, right?" 


Again, Joey swore, already headed back towards the car as Nick looked on, confused. Trent moved to follow 


him, before Nick's shout made him pause. 

"Hey, wait! Wait, man, are you going after him?" 

Trent sneered, removing his glasses and glaring at Nick. 

"We believe he's killed two people, and possibly a third.do you suggest we just leave him be?" 
"No, just." Nick shrugged, and Trent caught a hint of real fear in his eyes. 


‘Its just that, if you do..take a fucking SWAT team, man. Take a Tank if you can get it, call the fucking Marines 
in. That guy's dangerous. He's got a fucking devil in him. He'll kill anyone that looks at him funny... 


Trent nodded, turning on his heel once more and catching up to Joey. He wrenched the door open, sliding inside 


and shoving the key into the ignition 


"Call Brann," he growled, reversing out onto the road and reaching over, pulling open the glove compartment and 
pulling out a flashing dome-light. He slammed it down onto the dash as Joey opened his phone, and the light 
began to blink red and blue. 


"This guy is dangerous, and they could realistically be walking right into a fucking trap." 
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Brann couldn't remember the exact moment when he lost sight of Agent White. In the murky half-light of the 
abandoned building, mid-morning could have easily been mistaken for late afternoon, and the light played with 
his senses. At first glance, Jeordie was just ahead of him, long black coat catching on exposed rocks and pieces 


of scaffolding, left to rot in the shell of what looked like apartments. Then.he was gone. 


Calling his name, Brann had caught his foot on a twisted iron rod, falling forward and striking his hands against 
what felt like broken glass. He swore, pulling off his jacket and wrapping the sleeve around one hand. The smell 


of his blood mingled with the distinct scent of dirt and rust, and Brann felt his stomach lurch. 
Something about this place left a very, very bad taste in his mouth. 


That feeling only doubled in intensity as he heard the familiar sound of boots crunching on gravel behind him. 
Expecting Jeordie, he didn't turn instantly, a decision he would soon regret. Whatever it was that hit him in the 
back of the neck, just below the base of his skull, it was solid enough to send him sprawling forward, and into 


unconsciousness. 


When Brann woke, he found himself distracted by, not only the deep thudding in the back of his head, but also 
the odd sensation of being gently choked. He lifted a hand, willing his eyes to open against the intense pain, and 
felt what he assumed was a tightly buckled dog collar. 


"You won't get it off." a voice rasped, several feet to his right. Brann moaned softly, finally opening his eyes 
and blinking in the dull light. He twisted, caught mid-turn by a chain, and caught sight of a man chained to a 


wall. He looked pale, half-starved, and utterly devoid of hope. Brann knew instantly who he was. 


"Paul Frost?" he croaked, clearing his throat. He relaxed somewhat as the man nodded, lifting his head and 
shaking long, black hair from his face. 


"Call me Long. You here to rescue me?" 


Brann nodded, pulling at the chain anchoring him to the ground, looking around and gaining absolutely no insight 
to where in the building he was currently held. Jeordie couldn't be far.. 


"Don't let the first impressions fool you, Long. I'll have you out of here by the end of the day." 
Long snorted, nodding and letting his head rest back against the wall. His wrists were rubbed raw, and a small 


round bruise flourished around a puncture wound on the side of his neck Aside from the desolation on his 


face, and the dirt on his skin, he seemed to be unharmed. 


"IIl take your word for it," 

"See that you do," Brann smiled, half-hearted, but a smile nonetheless. He sat back against a low wall, looking 
around the room. The corner of a silver table poked out from behind an alcove, and the heavy scent of copper 
hung in the air. There was no doubting the previous victims had been held in here, probably even in the same 


restraints. It was something that didn't bear thinking about. 


He stayed silent for several minutes, hoping to hear the familiar footsteps of Jeordie echoing closer and closer. 


Nothing changed, the silence grew deafening, and it was Long that spoke first. 


"I like your tattoos." he whispered, his eyes dark and veiled by hanks of lank, greasy hair. Brann frowned, 


somewhat put-out by the comment. He shrugged. 


"Thanks. Stupid kid stuff, you know? Bands | don't listen to anymore..friends who's numbers I've lost. That sort 
of thing. 


Long nodded, chewing thoughtfully at his dry lower lip. When he answered, his words were so dull, so 
emotionless and yet so painful, that Brann found himself forcing the bile from his throat. 


"Good. At least you won't miss them, then." 
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Whiskey for the Holy Ghost 


Author's Notes: 
THIS IS A SEQUEL TO A SONG FOR THE DEAF 


Joey slammed his phone shut, throwing it in irritation to the floor beneath his feet. Trent raised a questioning 


eyebrow, glancing away from the road for a half-second. 

"Brann's not picking up," Joey hissed, shoving backwards into the soft seat of the Sedan, pressing the heel of 
his hand against his forehead. He'd been trying to contact his partner since the moment they had pulled away 
from the chain gang, as had Trent. Neither Jeordie nor Brann were answering their phones, and a quick call to 


the precinct had revealed that DC was unable to explain why. 


"Probably out of range." Trent offered, his words short and crisp to mask his own growing concern. Jeordie's 


phone was never out of range. The Bureau wasn't known for investing in budget contact between agents. 

"You know that's a fucking crock." 

Joey groaned, willing the wheels to spin faster, praying for the desert to part and for downtown Joshua Tree 
to reveal herself to them. By now, SWAT and recovery teams will have been dispatched, Joey knew that. He 
also knew it could very well be too little, too late. 

Between his feet, his phone started to vibrate, letting loose with a high-pitched, store programmed ringtone. He 
reached down, flipping it open without looking at the display. 

"Brann?" 

A moment's silence delayed the reply, before a delicate clearing of the throat. 

Its Troy. Actually." 

Joey swore softly, glancing at Trent with a ‘false-alarm’ shake of the head. 


"Baby, get off the line. It's really important that | wait for a call, okay?" 


Troy hesitated before replying, and every stretching moment of silence was another moment's regret for 


Joey. 


‘|| was just calling to tell you I'd been talking to Dr Shuman. He's here with me,at the apartment.” 


Joey drummed his fingers on one knee, nodding and pulling the phone away, checking the call-waiting display 


before returning the speaker to his ear. 

"Okay..and?" 

"Joey." Troy's voice was soft, frayed around the edges. If Joey had been in a more relaxed state, he would 
have taken that as a tell-tale sign of great emotional upheaval. Troy's eyes were no doubt red, his clothes 
disheveled. 

"I'm leaving." 

Frowning, Joey leaned forward in the seat, fingers stilling against his jeans. 

"Leaving? |..what do you mean, leaving? Leaving Joshua Tree?" 

"Leaving everything," Troy replied, soft and hesitant. "I'm expanding the Studio. Taking home base to New York, 
leaving someone in charge out here. | can't take it anymore, Joey. This town, this place.it's killing me. | have to 


get away." 


All thoughts of Brann, of Lanegan, of the case at hand left Joey's mind in one sudden moment. He cleared his 
throat, gather his thoughts and holding back a surprised scream of disbelief. 


"You're leaving me, too, then. Right?" 


"Well." Troy hesitated, the line crackling and returning as the car drove on through the desert. Trent kept his 


eyes on the road. 


"I don't know. This isn't working. Not here.not between you and me, like this. Everything | see is a nightmare, a 


reminder. And that..that includes you.” 


Joey remained silent, shell-shocked, his fingers twitching the phone against his ear. He couldn't think of any 
argument, of anything to say that wouldn't come out as a begging plea 


"Okay, then," he replied, his words numb and hollow. He didn't wait for Troy to reply. 


"I have to go. If this..if this all goes well, I'll be ho - at the apartment, tonight. I'll help you pack. I'll, uh..call you 


later, | guess." 


He clicked the phone shut, holding it in one hand and staring at the desert passing by outside the window. Trent 
remained silent, only once mentioning that they were closing in on Joshua Tree. Joey didn't reply. He'd never 


hated the desert so much in his life. 
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Jeordie's first thought, when he found himself face down across a pile of topsoil and terracotta blocks, was 
just exactly how much his head hurt. It throbbed, humming steadily with the intense pain that usually 


accompanied a hard, solid blow. 


He stood, dusting himself off and regaining a little balance thanks to the open iron framing that the building 


around him seemed to consist of. He groaned, checked his gun, and called out to Brann. 


Nothing. His voice came back as a faint echo, eerie in the dim, abandoned building. Brann was no where to be 


seen, but evidence of his disappearance was easily uncovered. 

To the side of the dirt mound laid the remains of a cellphone, crushed beneath the heel of a boot. Brann's 
badge - still shiny and new - lay half open beside the phone's casing. Jeordie swore, pulling out his own phone 
as he started to make his way deeper into the building. The display read thirteen missed calls, several from 


Trent, a few from Joey, and several more from the Joshua Tree precinct. 


He sighed, hit Trent's number on speed dial, and continued on into the building. 
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Brann sat with his back against the stone wall, rubbing the palms of his hands over his bare forearms. Long's 
comments on his tattoos chilled him to the bone, left him with a deeply unsettling weight in the pit of his 


stomach. 


His companion in the dark, dank shell of a room had fallen silent, his eyes open and staring at the floor between 


them. Brann didnt push conversation - he could only imagine the horrors forced upon the pale, slim man. 


"My partner and two federal agents are on their way." he whispered, finally having grown too uncomfortable 


with the silence. Long lifted his head, black hair hanging in his eyes. He offered half a smile. 
"They ever done anything like this before? Dealt with someone like this?" 


Brann hesitated, chewing at his lower lip and toying with the collar around his neck. He nodded. Josh certainly 
qualified. 


“Actually, yeah. Something just like this. And everyone got out alive." 


Long smiled again, drawing his slim, denim-clad legs up to his chest. One of his arms hung at an awkward angle, 


too long suspended in an unnatural position. He didn't seem to show any outward signs of pain 
"That's good to know." 


Brann let the conversation drop after that, watching Long resume staring at the floor, deciding that listening to 


the man's hollow, hopeless voice wasn't about to do either of them any good. 
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"Well it's about fucking time," Trent swore, plucking his phone from the dash as they pulled in to Joshua Tree. 
Jeordie's name flashed on the screen and he flipped it open. 

"Are you okay?" 

Jeordie's voice crackled and buzzed at first, as though he were underground, or inside as tunnel. 


"Yeah. Hit to the back of the head.| think | lost a half-hour or so. Brann's gone..! found his phone. Smashed to 
pieces. We've got a deep, deep situation here, buddy..." 


Trent muffled a sigh, glancing at Joey. The Detective was pressing at his own phone, dialing Brann's number 


over and over. 
"We'll be there soon. Turn on your phone's GPS, Jeordie. I'll track you. Backup's on it's way." 


He closed the phone, dropping it into his suit pocket and watching the GPS screen out of the corner of his eye. 


Within seconds, a small blue dot appeared, no more than three blocks away. 


"Industrial sector. No more than five minutes away," Joey muttered, pocketing his own phone and pulling his 
gun from his over-shoulder holster, cocking and checking it. Trent nodded, remaining silent as the car wove 


through slowing, startled traffic. 
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Lanegan stood near the door of the building that had become his home, his studio, and his place of vengeance. 
Of retribution. They would take it from him, soon. He knew that. No matter how many bullets he had, how 
many officers he watched fall before him, he knew he couldn't hold on to the building. It was fine. It could be 
dealt with. 


He'd take the last two. The cop with the tattoos, and the pale boy with none. He'd take them, cut them, and 


make them one, before ripping them apart. They had to earn their markings. They had to suffer. He'd show 
them. 


He watched as a black Sedan pulled up to the front of the building. Two men climbed out, guns in their hands, 
running towards the boarded doors. One, dressed in a black suit, had a phone pressed to his ear and Lanegan 


recognized the other as the Hispanic Detective from the Studio. 


He continue to watch, silent and wolf-like, as the federal agent he'd struck with a steel pipe met them at the 
door. Together, the three men entered, without waiting for further backup. 


Stupid. Stupid. 
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"Brann? Hey..Brann, buddy, can you hear me?" Joey hissed as loudly as he dared, walking through the lower 
floor of the empty, half-stripped building. Jeordie and Trent had left in the other direction, retracing the steps 


Jeordie had taken with Brann, while Joey had gone down a level, towards the basement, 


He continued to call, wishing he'd had the sense to bring a flashlight. It was noon outside, bright and harsh, but 
the light in the building had taken on an eerie, dark blue hue. He shook himself, continuing on. 


Troy's phonecall weighed heavily on his shoulders, plucking at the back of his mind and skimming away the 
concentration he so dearly needed. It had been incredibly bad timing, but a part of Joey felt as though he 


should have seen it coming. Should have done more to prevent it. 


He stopped. A small, rough noise caught his attention, somewhere ahead, and slightly to the left. It sounded like 


metal dragging on stone, heavy and clinking, like a chain. 


"Brann?" he whispered, cautious and wary. He lifted his gun, clicking the safety towards off and tightening his 
grip. 


"Brann?" 
"Joey?" 


He jumped, swearing softly and darting forward in the shadows. He knew that voice. Even after only two days, 
he knew that voice well. 


"Brann! Where the fuck are you?" 


His partner replied in a hoarse, hushed voice, as if something were slowly constricting his throat. 


‘Forward! Keep going, man.| can hear your footsteps. Are you alone?" 


"No," Joey hissed, keeping one hand on the wall to his right, moving forward in the growing dark. "Mulder and 


Scully are with me, one floor up. Just keep talking..you're getting louder. Is Frost alive?" 
"Yeah, he's in here with me." 


Joey felt his shoulders slump with relief, sighing and curling his fingers around what felt like a doorway. He'd 


begun to doubt finding even one live victim, let alone two. 
He slid his hand down over the door, searching for a padlock. To his surprise, he found no lock at all, and the 
handle twisted open with no more than a faint grating. He pushed it open, and the sight of his partner alive and 


well was almost too much relief to bear. 


"Don't you ever, ever fucking go off on your own again." he growled, crossing the room and crouching in front 


of Brann, frowning at the collar around his neck. "What the fuck is this?" 
Brann shrugged, equally pleased to see Joey, pulling at the padlock that fastened the collar around his neck. 


"There's a table over there, around the corner. Keys, maybe. Help Long first, man, his arms are about to tear 


off" 


Joey turned, having completely missed the other man in his relief of finding Brann relatively unharmed. He 


crouched in front of Long, lifting his chin with two fingers. 
"Hey, look at me..come on, man, open your eyes.." 


Long whimpered, softly at first, before growing into a low groan. He opened his eyes, focusing on Joey and 


flinching back. 


"You..you're his partner?" he frowned, straightening up a little and wincing at the pain in his stiff shoulders. 


The sight of Joey, gun and phone in hand, seemed to invigorate him. "I know you..you look familiar.” 


Joey snorted, standing and examining the cuffs around Long's wrists. to his surprise they were merely leather 


buckles, sporting no locks at all. 
| know your boss," he replied, gently releasing one arm at a time. "We met in a situation much like this.” 


Long laughed softly, a tiny amount of life creeping back into his voice before he gently cried out, holding his 
left arm against his chest. 


"| guess I'm in good company then. My arm.| think my shoulders dislocated.” 


Joey nodded, helping him to his feet and steadying him against a wall, leaving him to regain the use of his legs 
before heading for the shining, steel table tucked behind an alcove. The floor was slick with what could be 
either either water or blood - he didn't have the fortitude to look closer. Some things were better left 


unknown. 


A set of keys hung from a peg on the wall, beside what looked like a random circle of nails. Joey noted with a 
sick twist in his stomach, that the circle looked almost as if it were used for stretching and drying something. 


Shaking himself, he turned back to the rest of the room, helping Long to walk over to Brann and then 
crouching, trying key after key until one finally turned. Removing the collar from his partner's neck, crouching 


beside Long on the cold floor, Joey stood. 


The barrel of a gun hit the base of his neck. It was cold, hard, and familiar. For a half-second, he expected to 


hear Josh's voice, just as he had over a year ago. This voice, however, was decidedly more twisted. 
"Please safety your gun. Drop it on the floor. | don't want to waste my bullets on the back of your head. 
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"Hey," Jeordie stopped, lifting his arm and turning back to face his partner, frowning. "Did you just hear 


something?" 


Trent hesitated, lowering his gun and tilting his head towards the ground. There was a definite murmur, a low 


rumble of conversation, followed by a metallic clicking. 
"| think we're being left out." 
Jeordie nodded, gesturing the path they'd just taken, doubling back and heading for the lower level. 
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Joey turned slowly, meeting Branns wide eyes for a second, before facing his assailant. He was unsurprised by 
the familiar face, but more than a little shaken by the madness in his eyes. 


"Mark Lanegan?" he asked, slow and cautious. The man nodded, gripping a small, black revolver with long, 
tattooed fingers. He ran his eyes over Joey, from top to bottom, and Joey found himself eternally thankful 


that his own tattoos were covered by the sleeves of his jacket. 


"You can't take them from me. You know | can't let you do that..not until they learn," Mark growled, his voice 
broken glass and gravel. Joey nodded, slowly taking a step back. He could feel Brann, just inches behind him, but 
Long had slipped away. At some point, between Lanegan's attention shifting solely to Joey, he'd leaned back into 
the shadows and disappeared. 


"Learn what Mark?" Joey asked, every careful. He took another step back, pressing Brann against the wall 


Mark twitched, a subtle flicker behind his eyes, before shaking his head. 


"No.No, no no, you wouldn't understand. You don't know. None of you do. You don't know what it's like to suffer, 


what it's like to earn these..these things, these fucking badges." 


Joey swallowed, shaking his head gently, his hands still level with his face, palms facing out. His gun lay on the 
floor, just feet away. 


"Nick knew, though. Didn't he Mark? Nick knew." 
Mark faltered, only for a second. The gun lowered an inch and he frowned, hesitating. 
"You talked to Nick?" 


"That's right." Joey nodded, feeling Brann's breath quicken behind him. "We just got back. We had to find you, 
help you, right? He told me what they did to you, Mark. What they did t make you earn those marks of 


yours." 


Mark released the gun with one hand, still holding it level and glancing at the tattoos that ran down his fingers 


like ants. His forehead creased, eyebrows knitting together, before looking up at Joey once more. 
"The shit they did..you wouldn't believe it.." 


Nodding again, Joey reached out with one hand, tilting his head forward. Mark hesitated, biting the corner of 


one lip. Someone understood. Finally. Someone knew. 


The crash startled everyone. Loud and metallic, sounding from the alcove at the other end of the room. Brann 
and Joey jumped, as did Mark, and he backed out of the room within seconds. He disappeared into the darkness 


of the building, leaving Brann and Joey alone to investigate the source of the noise. 


Retrieving his gun from the floor, Joey cocked it and approached quietly, holding the weapon high. He turned 


towards the alcove, lowering it almost immediately, and motioning Brann over. 


‘I'm sorry," Long whispered, his back pressed against the far wall. The table, shining and steel, was overturned 


in front of him. He was shaking, his hair strewn about his face. 


"What the fuck did you think you were doing?" Joey hissed, stepping back and letting Brann move closer. Long 
shrugged, weakly, before looking up. 


"| couldn't leave them here. | couldn't just let them stay here, in this place. They worked so hard to get them, 


saved where we could, endured the pain." 


Joey frowned, peering forward in the dim light. Brann let out a low, harrowing moan. Long held two rolls of 
thick, pale fabric tucked in the crook of his good arm. Fabric that sported tattoos, dark swirls of ink twisting 


over skin and beneath fine hair. Long looked up again, tears in his eyes, his whole body shaking. 
"| couldn't just leave them." 


Brann jerked forward, catching Long by the elbow and leading him away from the table. He tried not to look at 


the still damp rolls of skin, concentrating instead on getting him out into the room. 


"Get him out of here," Joey whispered, heading for the door. "Don't stop. Don't turn around. Just get him the 
fuck out of here, while the both of you still can" 


Brann nodded, and Joey left through the open door, following Lanegan out into the darkness. 
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After less than a minute of feeling his way through the dim light and exposed scaffolding bars, Joey 
reconnected with the familiar faces of Agents White and Reznor. Together they headed for the upper level, 


listening as Joey relayed his encounter with Mark in a low, hushed voice. 


"Brann's following behind us, with Frost. Long. Whatever, | don't know what the kid saw, but | doubt he's going 


to see the outside of a padded cell from now on." 


Jeordie shook his head, steading himself against Trent's shoulder as his foot twisted on a loose stone. He 


swore, softly, and bit his lip. 


‘Lanegan'll be heading up. We had a good look around here, there's no way out. The doors we came in are really 


the only place." 


Joey nodded and held his gun close to his chest. He hated this. The smell, the feeling, the sounds that echoed 
all reminded him of the Chalk Mine, of feeling his way down the tunnel and discovering Troy at the other end. 


He sighed and bit into the side of his cheek. He didn't need to be thinking about that, not now. His life could 
very well be on the line. There was no telling where Lanegan was. He could be behind them, in front of them, 


or waiting for them. 
Wherever it was that he had disappeared to, no one expected the gunshots to give him away. 
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The moment that the shots, three in total, had echoed through the building, Joey and the two agents had 
broken into a run. Uncaring for the dangers of the half-standing, half-crumbled building around them, they 


burst out onto the second level, and a better source of light. 


Another shot cracked over their heads, louder than anyone could have expected, and they turned on heel 
towards the sound. They headed towards the doors, leading out to the road, and stopped dead as a silhouette 
appeared in the middle of their route. 


Lanegan laughed, gun held high, his eyes shining in the noon light, still shining dimly through plastic-sheeted 
windows. Behind him, a figure lay on the ground, unmoving. On the other side of the hall, to Joey's relief, he 


could just make out the shape of Brann, leaning on the wall and watching intently. 


"You won't take me back there." Lanegan growled, his voice strained with exertion, tense with stress. He 
gestured to his tattoos, pulling up the sleeves and torso of his shirt. Joey swallowed, flinching back. He was 


covered in them. 
‘lm not going back. | earned these, | suffered. | don't need any more. | cant have any more." 


Its okay, Mark." Jeordie whispered, lowering his gun and standing between Joey and Trent, both with their 
weapons still held high. "We know you suffered. We know it was hard. We can keep you safe." 


Mark shook his head, jerking it violently to the side. His spine popped and he shuddered, lowering his arm 
slightly. 


"No. You can't..you know that you can't. If you put me back in jail, they'll see it. They'll see the marks, the 
tattoos, and know that | already belong to them. Don't you see? | earned these, | suffered for them. | still 


suffer..." 


Jeordie swallowed, spreading his hands out in front of him, palms up. From where stood, a few feet back, Joey 


could see the faint tremble in the agents fingertips. 
"You aren't leaving us many options, Mark. Put down the gun.let us help you. Co-operate. We can help." 


Shaking his head again, Mark paused. He pulled the gun back, lowering it to his side, almost as if he were 


considering Jeordie's offer. He looked up, meeting the eyes of the three men before him. 


| was saving them, you know. All of the boys..each one, with their tattoos. They didn't earn them. They didn't 


belong. | saved them..saved them from being owned." 


He jerked his arm up, lifting the gun and squeezing the trigger. It all happened within seconds, Trent lowered his 
gun and reached forward, yelling for Mark to Stop. Jeordie pulled back, turning away, and Joey watched, frozen 


Mark had pressed the gun to his own temple, ending whatever pain he endured on his own terms. 


Fuck," Trent hissed, walking forward and crouching over the body, kicking the gun away. Jeordie ran towards 


Long, checking his pulse and yelling something, calling for Trent to come quick. Joey didn't hear. 


He ran to Brann, moving as fast as his stiff, shocked legs could carry him, rapping an arm around his partner's 


chest and helping him to stand up. Brann was shaking, pale, and clutching his stomach. 


"Hey..hey, now, come on, kid. Say something to me..Come on. Say something, Brann, you fucking Atlanta wonder- 


cop.. 


Brann grinned, still shivering against Joey's chest, and opened his mouth to speak. A splatter of blood wet his 
lips and he coughed, collapsing forward. Joey held on to him, lifting his chin and yelling to Trent and Jeordie. 


He couldn't let it happen again. In the same year, in a dark, damp-srelling hellhole, Joey wasn't about to lose 


another partner to a madness he couldn't understand. 
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Epilogue - When Your Number Isn\t Up. 


Author's Notes: 
She\'s finished. Aaaah... 


Atlanta was nice, this time of year. Everything seemed somehow.less industrial. It made Brann think about 
going home. Back to Savannah, to see his mom. He could swing by the old precinct - he still had friends there. 
Hinds, and Kelliher. Old friends. Good friends. 


He frowned. There was something irritating him, a niggling detail, like sand in the bottom of his shoe. Sand. The 
desert. It had gotten into his clothes, into his hair and into his veins. Could he so easily leave it behind? 


He opened his eyes. 


"Hey there." a familiar voice sounded just to his left, low and tired. Brann tilted his head, surprised to find a 
soft pillow beneath him and a crisp, white blanket pulled over his chest. 


"Hey..where am..?" 

Joey grinned, leaning forward and loosening the blanket somewhat. He reached up, above Brann's head, and 
turned on a low-wattage lamp. Brann looked around, wincing as something in his stomach felt as though it 
threatened to tear. 

"Am | in a hospital?" 

"Sure are. Fucking lucky its not the ground, too," Joey replied, leaning back in his chair. He looked tired, his 
clothes were wrinkled and his eyes were lined with red. He gave the distinct impression of someone who hadn't 


slept for a long time. 


"How long..?" Brann swallowed, coughing against a dry, cottony mouth. Joey passed him a paper cup of ice chips, 
watching as he fumbled a few into his mouth. 


"Two days. You took a bullet in the gut.it grazed your intestine. It was touch and go, for a minute there. Our 


dear friends, Agents White and Reznor even stuck around, until we knew you'd be okay.’ 


Brann moaned softly, leaning back against the pillows. An IV line flowed from his hand to a drip, standing beside 


the bed, just one in a whole array of whirring, beeping, clicking machines. He frowned, twisting towards Joey 


and letting out a deep groan of discomfort. 

"Careful." Joey snorted, reaching over and helping him to relax, sitting on the edge of the bed. 

"What happened to Long? Is he okay?" 

Joey nodded, mustering as much of a positive expression as he could. 

"He's..well, he's in one piece, physically. One bullet grazed the side of his face, the other lodged in his skull. They 
removed it after we brought you two in, patched him up. He's still unconscious..the doctors say his mind needs 
to heal itself. | don;t want to know the shock he's been through." 

Brann sighed softly, shaking his head and plucking idly at his crisp, white hospital gown. 

"He's going to make it, thought, right? You know what | mean, Joey.” 

"Yeah," Joey nodded again, knowing exactly what his partner was getting at. "They're setting him up with Dr 
Shuman, and the whole precinct shrink team. They worked wonders with Aaron..maybe they can get Long to 
open up." 

"Good." Brann ducked his head, once, a half-nod. He seemed somewhat relieved. "It sounds weird, you know? Kind 


of fucked up..but I'm glad we saved one of them. I'm glad it was worth it, that it didn’t just end with a pile of 
bodies." 


Joey shrugged gently, smoothing the white blanket that creased as he sat. He hated hospitals. The smell, the 
noises, the time he'd spent waiting outside of Troy's recovery room. 

"Lanegan's dead." 

Brann jerked forward a little, wincing and settling for simply widening his eyes. 

"Huh. Wow. I..yeah, | don't remember anything about that. Did you..2" 


"Nah, not me," Joey shook his head, folding his hands together. "Not this time. He did it himself. He was gore, 


Brann. Long, long gone, to somewhere | don't even want to think about" 


They sat together for several moments, the silence punctuated by the rhythmic hissing and whirring of the 
machines that monitored heart rate and blood pressure. After nearly a minute, Brann caught sight of two 


plain, white envelopes, sitting on the arm of Joey's chair. 


"What're those?" he asked, gesturing weakly. Joey followed his line of sight, retrieving the envelopes and tapping 


them against one palm. 


"These. Well.this one's for you, actually. It's a letter." 


Brann arched an eyebrow, taking the envelope and turning it over in his hands. It had no outward markings on 


it, save for his name, written on the front in Joey's scrawling handwriting. 
"And its a letter..for what? Some kind of Dear John thing?" 


Joey laughed, shaking his head and tucking the remaining letting into his jacket pocket. e shrugged, rubbing the 
back of his neck with one hand. 


Its a letter to your future partner. A recommendation, of sorts. | thought I'd give a heads up of your shining 


law-enforcement career to whoever takes my place." 


Frowning, Brann bit his lip and gestured to the letter now tucked in Joey's jacket. He knew he shouldn't be 
surprised, but there was definite shock, and it definitely hurt. 


"| guess that's your resignation in there, huh." 


"This? No, no.." Joey shook his head, shrugging and lacing his fingers together, letting them hang between his 
knees as he sat on the side of the bed. 


Its a ticket to New York. Actually." 
Brann tilted his head, his confusion only growing. Joey"s face offered no hint. 
"You sending me on vacation, Detective?" 


Joey laughed, standing and straightening his jacket. Brann noted, not without a hint of sadness, that no gold 
badge shone from the side of his belt. 


"You wish. Its, um.itts my ticket. I'm leaving. I'm done with the desert, you know? Breeds too many crazies. 
Besides..Troy's relocating the studio, and | figure if | cant make it as a New York cop, he could always use a 


bodyguard.” 


Brann nodded, lifting his hand and avoiding the IV line, grasping Joey's and offering as firm a handshake as he 


could muster. 
"Got to follow the things that are important in life, huh?" 


Joey nodded, and Brann couldn't help but wonder if the redness in his eyes was due to two nights without any 
decent sleep, or mulling over significant, life-changing plans. Joey smiled, reaching down and patting Brann on the 


shoulder, gently slapping the side of his face. 


"Good luck, man. | know whoever replaces me won't even begin to fill my shoes, but you..you did the job. Best 


partner l'd had in a long time." 

Grinning, Brann shrugged nonchalantly, waving for Joey to leave. 

"Get the hell out of here, man Let me convalesce in peace. Keep in touch, okay?" 

Joey grinned, gripping Brann's hand once more, before turning to leave. He winked, and slid the door shut, 


retrieving Troy from the waiting room and heading out towards the car. 
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